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A field of neatly trimmed grass stretched beneath a flawless blue sky, with not a single cloud in sight.

The road leading toward the city was broad and lively, crowded with people and goods coming in and out. It branched a little away from the Golden Road, but this was still a road leading to the gateway of the Lorel Union, one of the four great powers, and it carried a respectable amount of traffic.

I—Makoto Misumi, known in this world as Raidou, representative of the Kuzunoha Company—was walking along this road, taking in the scenery around me.

“Hmm-hmm, not at all, not at all!” declared Tomoe, my blue-haired attendant, as she strode confidently beside me with the air of a samurai on parade. “A journey on foot along the highway has its own refined charm! The travelers and merchants passing by lend the road such a splendid atmosphere, Young Master! Though it may be somewhat rustic, a road leading to one of the four great powers is still… what was the saying? A sea bream is still a sea bream, even if it’s begun to spoil!”

Is she telepathic? I wondered. Tomoe had given voice to almost my exact thoughts.

“Calling this a journey is rather dramatic,” Mio said, her voice much more composed. “We only transferred nearby and met up a short while ago. Tomoe-san, you’re getting far too excited.”

At a glance, Mio gave off a graceful, demure impression with her black hair and refined bearing. Yet even though the city’s outline had only just begun to appear faintly in the distance, her nose had already started twitching.

I was pretty sure she had detected the presence of ingredients wafting from Mizuha, the most famous gateway city to Lorel and our destination for the moment. (Of course, I couldn’t smell a single thing yet.)

Although she hid it well, I knew Mio was every bit as excited as Tomoe.

“Good grief,” I murmured.

The frontier city of Tsige was thoroughly caught up in the Aion Kingdom’s coup d’état. That said, both the Demiplane and the Academy City of Rotsgard were operating as usual.

So why, then, were we of the Kuzunoha Company on our way to Mizuha like this?

As I listened to Tomoe and Mio’s chatter and gave the occasional nod, I found myself looking back over everything that had happened recently.
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It all began with a spark smoldering inside the Aion Kingdom.

Bozda was the royal capital of Aion. Until recently, I could barely even remember the city’s name, but about a month ago, an armed uprising broke out there.

I’d already heard from Patrick Rembrandt, one of Tsige’s most influential merchants, that revolution was in the air, and Tsige had been steadily making preparations.

The thing was—according to Rembrandt—of all the ways the revolution could have started, an armed uprising in the royal capital was the least likely to occur, the least likely to succeed, and yet the one with the greatest possible impact.

Technically speaking, it was a failure.

They were unsuccessful in killing the king, seizing the castle, or taking over the city.

Their defeat surprised everyone, ourselves included.

Tomoe went to serve as the Kuzunoha Company’s eyes and ears, and by the time she arrived, the royal family had been driven into a corner. It seemed certain that the Aion throne would soon be held by a new ruler. However, once the revolutionaries occupied around eighty percent of the city and castle, the wind somehow shifted, and the king’s army suddenly pushed them back with an agility and forcefulness that made their previous incompetence seem like a trick.

We were just as confused as the insurgents must have been.

Tsige’s conclusion was that either powerful reinforcements had arrived from elsewhere, or Aion had used some sort of national-treasure–class magical tool.

It was also clear, however, that the forces behind the revolution were far stronger than Rembrandt had estimated. Evidently, no one had expected them to have enough power to attempt to take the castle in a single decisive strike, or to come so close to succeeding.

Had they actually managed it, Tsige’s own plan for independence would have fallen apart. After all, that plan depended on using the chaos of civil war to secure international recognition for itself. With Aion united under a new monarch, it would have become a straightforward conflict between a nation and a single city, making it much harder for our demands to be accepted.

Fortunately, this opening clash had settled into a convenient mutual wound. Even learning that the kingdom had a trump card was valuable.

I mean, that card had only appeared once they were pushed to the brink of defeat. Whether it was outside intervention or a magical tool, it wouldn’t have been something they could rely on casually.

“At first, I feared it might all end right then and there,” Tomoe said, cheerfully summarizing her report in my room at the Kuzunoha Company’s building in Tsige. “But it seems matters are settling into the stalemate Tsige predicted, and into a fine swamp besides. Now, Aion’s engulfed in civil war.”

Lately, I’d found myself spending much more time in that room.

A month had passed since the civil war began, and it was still ongoing.

At a well-chosen moment during the last month, Tsige had declared its independence—both from the Aion Kingdom and from the revolutionary faction. Predictably, neither side accepted the city’s declaration.

“How have both sides reacted toward Tsige?” I asked Tomoe.

“Each side is taking a different approach,” she replied. “The kingdom is demanding that Tsige withdraw its declaration of independence and obey the orders of allegiance. They also insist we accept a deputy governor from the king’s family. Though, to be frank, the letters arriving in droves barely maintain the appearance of orders. They’re more like desperate pleas.”

“So, the lord’s side has already started whining, but the kingdom’s attitude itself hasn’t really changed.”

“And as for the rebels? The… what is it they’re calling themselves, the ‘True Something-or-Other of the Plains’?”

“Something-or-other? Tomoe, you really have no interest in them, do you?” I asked with a strained smile.

“None whatsoever,” she answered breezily. “The royal-blooded figurehead they’ve hoisted onto their portable shrine, whatever his place in the line of succession may be, is an incredibly ordinary man. His swordsmanship, his politics, and his magical arts are no better than average. Nor does he possess the sort of magnetism that draws people to him, as the Heroes do. He satisfies not a single standard one would expect of the ruler of a great nation. In short, he’s an ornament. Even if those people seize the country, I imagine the name would remain the Aion Kingdom regardless, so I find the matter entirely irrelevant.”

“I see. And how have they reacted?”

“It seems their stance has begun to shift. Now they’re saying they wouldn’t mind allowing a certain degree of autonomy, so long as Tsige sides with them.”

At the moment, Aion was cleanly split between east and west in its conflict, with Tsige on the western edge. In terms of spheres of influence, it fell very much within the revolutionaries’ territory.

The fact that the conflict had continued under these conditions was probably proof that their plans had gone well enough. Incidentally, the royalist forces in the west and the revolutionary forces in the east had each been suppressed by hostile powers, leaving the map neatly painted over in opposing colors.

Amid that chaos, it seemed a number of lords had fled. Since some of them might prove useful, I was considering compiling a list and showing it to the Aensland sisters, who were working hard to manage their territory up north.

I wouldn’t call it an enormous number, but a significant handful of nobles had run for their lives—abandoned their lands and their people, and scampered off without looking back.

Hmm. Maybe I should just take it as another sign that Aion is well and truly in its final days.

“So, they still aren’t ready to recognize Tsige’s independence,” I mused. “That part depends on Rembrandt-san and Tsige’s council, but…”

“The surrounding cities have already acknowledged Tsige’s independence beneath the surface, and they seek to maintain their relationships with us unchanged once independence succeeds. From here on, it’s time for those people to prove their skill.”

“According to Mio, Koran wants to come under Tsige’s protection, right? The Aion Kingdom really is pitifully unpopular.”

“I shall be visiting that very town shortly. As a member of this city’s company, I must do at least some work.”

“I’m counting on you. I’ll stop by the Adventurer’s Guild to see how the war is going, then tomorrow I’m off to Rotsgard. This isn’t how busy I imagined it would be when I heard the words ‘war’ and ‘revolution,’ but I still haven’t had much time to relax.”

“If the flames of war were to reach Tsige at this stage, it would mean Rembrandt and Sairitsu had completely misread the situation. That would be amusing in its own way, though I suspect it would also add to your burdens yet again, Young Master.”

“Please don’t,” I sighed. “There’s nothing amusing about that.”

Come to think of it, Sairitsu, the Chūgū of Lorel Union, was also making moves, wasn’t she?

“Then I’ll be off,” Tomoe announced. “I’ll return to the Demiplane by nightfall, so I shall see you later.”

“Yeah. Be careful,” I told her as she left the room.

On impulse, I looked out the window.

The sky and the city looked astonishingly normal, the streets below ruled by their usual bustle and clamor.

It was hard to believe this was a city that had declared itself independent and was now, to great acclaim, officially at war with two governments.

They’d told us during the meetings that events would likely unfold this way, but I was still shocked at how accurate those predictions had been.

None of the nearby towns had attacked. Neither had the neighboring lords, who seemed most likely to set their sights on Tsige.

Well, more accurately, they’d been, and were still being, prevented from attacking.

Shaking off my thoughts, I descended the stairs to the first floor, had a quick look around to see how things were going in the store, then stepped out into the street.

On the first floor of the Kuzunoha Company shop, we had a dining area. The idea was Mio’s, and the place's popularity had far exceeded our expectations. Today, for example, it wasn’t even noon yet, but there was already a line of people who’d tried (unsuccessfully) to beat the rush.

Unfortunately, we couldn’t easily increase capacity at this point, although we were in the middle of adding a separate entrance for the eatery to ease congestion.

Still, if we wanted to handle that many customers, we had no choice but to ask for customers’ cooperation and increase the turnover rate during peak hours.

Mornings were crowded, too. I was seriously glad we hadn’t made this the type of place that served alcohol and stayed open late into the night.

Our employees would literally die from overwork.

Bowing several times, I slipped past the side of the line and hurried toward the Adventurer’s Guild.

It was even clearer at street level: the city was as busy as ever with adventurers heading for the Wasteland and people seeking the rare materials they brought back.

This, too, was exactly what Rembrandt predicted.

If anything, the number of adventurers had increased since the war began.

It was, frankly, outrageous.

“Oh, isn’t that Raidou-san? It’s rare to see you alone!”

A red-haired adventurer emerged from the crowd ahead.

“Toa-san.” I greeted her with a smile. “It’s been a while. Though let’s be honest, you’re not alone much either, are you?”

“My whole party’s out at the moment,” Toa said with a light shrug, “and the city’s jobs have settled into a short break after that last one.”

“The city’s jobs?”

Tsige had been issuing requests to adventurers, asking for their cooperation with the current situation.

Adventurers usually operated in small groups, which made them ill-suited to being folded into an army. But for scouting or mobile harassment, that same independence worked in their favor.

As a rule, the Adventurer’s Guild forbade nations from conscripting adventurers into war. It had no objection to actions the adventurers took voluntarily, though. The line, apparently, was drawn at force.

If a nation ever moved to force adventurers into its military, the guild would supposedly resist with everything it had.

“Yes,” Toa confirmed. “Since no troops are being dispatched toward this city from anywhere right now, that work’s settled down for the moment.”

“Thank you for your efforts. So, you’re headed to the guild now? Back to your real work?”

“I am going to the guild, but I wouldn’t call it returning to my real work. I might not head back into the Wasteland until this whole matter is settled. At this point, I’ve no reason to rush out there anymore.”

Toa had recently accomplished the greatest objective of her adventures in the Wasteland.

Now she seemed to have more room in both her schedule and her heart.

“I see. Personally, I’d rather adventurers kept dealing with Tsige as adventurers, but in an emergency, I suppose we can’t cling to that sort of distinction forever.”

“Not under the current circumstances,” Toa said, her expression turning faintly troubled. Maybe she was picturing what would happen if an army actually reached the city. “Besides, in the end, we’re nothing more than swords. However sharp we are, we can’t become shields.”

“Well, for now, it seems we’re headed the same way. Shall we walk together?”

“With pleasure.”

Of all the adventurer parties in Tsige, Toa’s boasted the greatest achievements and the highest ability, and they were cooperating with the city. Plenty of other parties had thrown themselves into the fight as well, whether through guild requests or direct appeals from the city itself.

As Toa had just said, adventurers were professionals at one thing: attacking.

Defending a fixed position wasn’t their strong suit. That didn’t mean they couldn’t manage it, but how much of their real strength they could bring to bear in that role was another question.

That was why Rembrandt and the rest of the city council kept deploying adventurers as mobile strike forces and surprise-attack units.

I figured that was the right call.

When the enemy drew near, the adventurers moved covertly. When troops were massing farther off, the Kuzunoha Company quietly ferried the adventurers in by teleportation. Rather than meet armies head-on, they wiped them out through ambush after ambush.

They’d been just as thorough with sabotage, severing supply lines and the like.

The results were nearly perfect, just as Toa had said. Not a single unit had reached Tsige yet.

The enemy’s forces were whittled down on the march, then driven to collapse. By now, the other side must have realized that marching troops against this city from beyond a certain distance was all but hopeless.

Even so, Toa seemed worried about the city’s defenses.

“Shields… A defensive force, you mean?”

“The major companies pooled their private forces into something resembling one,” Toa said. “But to be honest, I’m still uneasy.”

“Aren’t they genuinely capable?”

Companies often hired retired adventurers, especially veterans who’d once worked in this city. And Tsige’s merchants would never employ anyone short of a certain level of ability.

In other words, private forces or not, they were properly strong.

“Of course,” Toa replied. “But for something like this, we need someone at the core with real combat experience in base defense. We’ve gone this whole time without a single battle here, so when it finally comes, how long they can hold is anyone’s guess.”

“A proper defensive unit would free up more people for the offensive, and it would strengthen our hand in the negotiations for Tsige’s independence. It really would be all upside.”

Unfortunately, it wasn’t that simple. Even I could see how hard it would be to find someone highly skilled, unaffiliated with any nation, and rich in both practical experience and command ability for defense and garrison warfare.

“I bought a house in this city, so of course I can’t help worrying,” Toa said, glancing at me with a hopeful smile. “Raidou-san, you don’t happen to have any ideas, do you?”

“No, I don’t. And what’s with the ‘happen to’?”

“I was hoping you’d reach into the pocket of that coat, say, ‘Oh my, what have we here? A defensive unit,’ and pull one out for us.”

What am I, some kind of blue raccoon-dog robot?

“I would if I could. Ah, here’s the guild.”

“So it is. And it seems we’ve drawn attention before I noticed. I’d hate to saddle you with strange rumors, so I’ll take my leave.”

“Give my regards to Rinon,” I said. “Tell her Komoe’s always grateful for her company.”

Komoe, one of Tomoe’s offshoots, had grown quite close to Toa’s younger sister, Rinon, of late.

“Likewise,” Toa answered brightly. “I’ll be sure to tell my sister!”

With that, she hurried off.

Now, then. Toa had given me a rough sense of the war situation, but the adventurers were effectively Tsige’s main fighting force at the moment, and I wanted to know how well that strength was holding up.

“Raidou-sama!”

“Whoa!?”

The sudden call made me shout despite myself. Was the whole day going to be like this?

It was someone from the guild.

“We were just about to send a messenger for you! Rembrandt-sama is waiting upstairs. You have time, yes?”

“Ah, yes. I do. Though I don’t believe we had an appointment today.”

“He wishes to ask your opinion on an urgent matter.”

“I see.”

Rembrandt-san is at the Adventurer’s Guild?

Even if the independence negotiations had hit some snag, I doubted my opinion would be needed this urgently. Had something come up that required the Kuzunoha Company to act?

We weren’t taking much of a public role in this, but we’d already decided to back Tsige’s side.

Either way, Tsige was in the middle of a war for independence. Nothing to do but go and see.
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Inside the room I was shown into, several people huddled around maps and graphs, glaring at them as though they might surrender answers if stared at hard enough.

A large round table dominated the center of the room.

Strategy for Tsige, political decisions, the future course of the city itself—these days, this single room inside the Adventurer’s Guild was where all of it got decided.

The reason was simple: aside from our company, it was the most secure place in the city.

Thanks to a certain Greater Dragon’s idea of mischief, parts of the Adventurer’s Guild had been sealed off to an extreme degree. They repelled most magic, and peeking inside was practically impossible. For confidential discussions, it was perfect.

One might then ask why every nation didn’t just request the guild’s cooperation and hold its meetings there. That was its own problem. The Adventurer’s Guild spanned multiple nations and answered to none of them. The larger the nation, the harder secret talks in such a place became.

That certain Greater Dragon, Luto, had laughed wickedly as he explained it.

He’d said the guild would lend out such rooms if asked, and that it had no intention of leaking any information outside.

Inside, however?

Luto went on to say that if the information touched the guild’s interests, they’d make full use of whatever they learned.

He could move himself, or he could move adventurers any number of ways. So, no matter how tightly secrets were kept, the guild was almost never used for matters concerning nations or territories.

Tsige was different. The city bore no hostility toward the Adventurer’s Guild and already leaned on it as a military power. A meeting to set each company’s individual policy would be one thing, but when it came to discussions about the city’s direction, no harm came from the guild overhearing what was going on. If anything, so long as they watched who was allowed in, not having to worry about eavesdroppers was a tremendous advantage. This, too, was probably a call only Tsige could make, given its proximity to the Wasteland and its unusual relationship with adventurers.

The city had decided to borrow a room here, unbothered by whatever the Adventurer’s Guild might overhear.

The building once occupied by Tsige’s expelled deputy governor had been brushed aside as something to use later, letting convenience take priority. That was probably because merchants sat at the center of the meetings.

Forcing themselves to use that building apparently would have raised all sorts of concerns, chiefly about security.

Incidentally, since this room belonged to Tsige’s Adventurer’s Guild, where intelligence on the Wasteland was gathered, it was supposedly guarded to an extreme degree.

As Luto put it, “The walls have ears, so I cut them off. The shōji screens have eyes, so I blinded them. Anyone who tries to peek is in for a very bad time.”

All I could do was offer a silent prayer for the spies and agents of the world.

“You’re early. I only just sent someone to call on you.”

Those were the first words aimed at me.

The speaker was Rembrandt.

He was busy enough to work a normal man to death right now, yet for some reason, his complexion seemed to grow healthier and more vibrant by the day.

“When I get too busy,” he said once, “I remember the old days. It makes me feel young again.” Had he not been joking after all?

“I just stopped by the guild,” I explained. “The war situation doesn’t seem to have shifted much, but I was told you had urgent business.”

“I do. First, the other day we received a letter from Koran requesting an alliance—or rather, protection. I would like to hear your opinion on the matter, Raidou-dono.”

“My opinion?”

Koran, the neighboring port town. I’d only heard of it recently myself, so I still didn’t know much.

Rembrandt gave a slight nod before going on.

“This is not the same as the other towns merely wishing to keep up relations with us. That is why our opinions are divided on how to respond.”

Ah, right.

Asking for protection didn’t simply mean we will side with you. It meant please defend us. In other words, Koran was petitioning Tsige to take it under its wing.

If Tsige accepted, it would have to deal with anyone who objected to Koran and anyone who tried to lay hands on it.

That was the difficulty.

A day’s hard travel, two or three at a normal pace… and it was still a separate town.

The burden would grow considerably.

“True enough. If Tsige took on Koran now, on top of everything else, it would leave openings. No wonder opinions are divided.”

“Indeed. For the moment, there are arguments on both sides. Some even suspect it may be a play to undermine this city from within. Yet deliberating too long and squandering time is clearly a poor choice. So we find ourselves wondering what to do.”

“Ah. That’s why Tsige’s sending envoys to Koran, then. To gauge their true intentions.”

The decision to dispatch envoys to Koran had come rather suddenly. Tomoe had agreed to go, representing the Kuzunoha Company.

“Exactly. Koran is our neighbor, and a port town besides. If it’s already turned on us, it’s a blade drawing close to our throat. We cannot afford to be careless.”

So what worried Rembrandt most, before anything else, was the chance that Koran might be weaving some kind of plot against us.

Whether to take the town under Tsige’s protection was a matter for afterward.

I see.

Still, I honestly couldn’t picture that town bearing its fangs at Tsige. Its relationship with the Kuzunoha Company was good, too.

Koran had prospered into the foremost port town in the surrounding area, but until very recently, it had been a small settlement on the same scale as the other nearby ports. Fishing village suited it perfectly.

That began to change after Mio visited the town—and, a little later, brought along our servant Shiki, the former lich, and the elder dwarves, to start harvesting seafood.

Even now, our company has bought a considerable amount there, and several of our people were training in shipbuilding.

Their reports showed no sign of any other nation’s influence. Far from it; Koran had apparently been governing itself about as well as Tsige did.

That they asked to come under Tsige’s protection, rather than simply requesting continued relations, was certainly worth wondering about. Still, they held us in high regard, and I doubted they would set a trap for Tsige.

… No. That wasn’t right.

Rembrandt was sending people precisely because he wanted certainty. Whether something felt off to him or he was just being cautious, trusting Koran as easily as I had was probably far more dangerous.

After all, Rembrandt and everyone gathered here should already know about Koran’s current state.

I put the thoughts I’d organized into words.

“We haven’t actually secured independence yet, so I agree caution is the right approach. On the surface, Koran is extremely favorable toward us. Once those doubts are cleared, I see no problem with taking them under Tsige’s protection the moment our independence becomes certain.”

Selgei and his fellow Sealords, now residents of the Demiplane, apparently visited those waters quite often. I didn’t really know what made a sea good or bad, but according to them, the waters off Koran were pleasant, almost a modest summer retreat.

“Oh? Koran is favorable, you say. That’s how you see it? Come to think of it, the Kuzunoha Company does purchase quite a few marine products there, doesn’t it?”

The one who joined the conversation headed another company—one with considerable influence in the gem and ore trade, if I remembered correctly.

He was a man in his fifties or so, small in build but impeccably dressed.

From a distance, he gave off a gentle impression, but his narrow eyes were frighteningly sharp. I’d heard he was the third head of his company, and an absurdly capable one.

Tomoe had briefed me on him beforehand, and at our first meeting, he matched that impression so perfectly it had intimidated me.

Shiller, I believe his name was.

“Y-yes. One of our employees will accompany the envoy this time,” I said.

“That would be Tomoe, if I recall.”

“Yes.”

“The Kuzunoha Company has a proven record of negotiating with Koran without trouble. So, when it comes to achieving results that will lay our doubts to rest… I have expectations.”

Hm. Does that mean Shiller-san favors taking Koran under our protection?

That had to be it. Had he opposed it, he’d have simply told me to stay wary and ended the discussion there.

“Shiller-san, are you in favor of bringing Koran under Tsige’s protection?” I asked, just to be sure.

“Yes. The ‘crystal coral’ that town occasionally turns up is indispensable for forging armor with strong water resistance. Some time ago, my predecessor conducted himself rather roughly there, and as a result, my company is currently banned from Koran entirely.”

A little roughly? There was no way it had been only a little. What exactly had they done to get the whole company barred from the town?

“All we did was buy coral from fishermen who could barely feed themselves, but there seems to have been some misunderstanding. Ha ha ha. And so, I would like to take this opportunity to rebuild relations.”

They’d probably bought it at a tenth of the market price. Or a hundredth.

If his company contributed to these city-to-city talks, it would certainly make a fine opening to rebuild that relationship.

Still, crystal coral, huh?

We’d focused almost entirely on ingredients, so we hadn’t touched that sort of material from the sea at all.

“I see. I also believe that once a clear path toward independence opens up, we can keep friendly relations with Koran. It would be wonderful if both our companies could contribute to the prosperity of both towns.”

“…”

Shiller stared at me blankly for just an instant. Then he put on a bright smile.

“Yes. Precisely. Even if the fault lies with my predecessor, we’ve reflected deeply on our past conduct. In that case, please give my regards to the people of Koran.”

With that, he bowed once and returned to the round table where the maps were spread out.

Rembrandt turned to me again. “May I, Raidou-dono?”

“Yes.”

“Do you believe Koran won’t betray us?”

“I don’t have proof. It’s just… my impression. That said, even I can see that taking on Koran while our independence is still uncertain would be dangerous, so your cautious stance is entirely reasonable, Rembrandt-san.”

“I see. Two things still trouble me. First, why now? Koran is developing rapidly. Not to the same extent as Tsige, but still. So why, at this particular moment, would they knowingly cross such a dangerous bridge and request Tsige’s protection? That is what bothers me.”

That part bothered me, too.

They could have simply said, We look forward to continuing our relationship. Independence or not, they could have proposed a safe, secret agreement that let them keep their ties with us.

Tsige would have been satisfied with that.

Koran, like the other towns, could have avoided being dragged into trouble or provoking anyone.

“And one more thing. This may sound harsh, but I’d expected the sparks falling on Tsige in this matter to spread to Koran and do it a fair amount of damage.”

“Huh?”

“If Koran fell, it would become a bridgehead against Tsige,” Rembrandt explained. “And yet that town has suffered no damage whatsoever. They shouldn’t possess the military strength to defend themselves properly, and yet, nothing. Their excessively ingratiating attitude toward Tsige, and the fact that they’ve weathered this war unscathed so far… Asking me not to be suspicious is the difficult thing.”

“R-right.”

“However, Raidou-dono, it seems you see something I don’t. I shall wait for the envoys to return and revise my thinking depending on their report. Clinging to excessive suspicion tends to lead down the wrong path; in this case, it may lead the city to perish. That is the troublesome part. Our relations with Koran have indeed been good of late, and if their offer to enter our protection is sincere, it is well worth considering.”

Rembrandt’s eyes sharpened as if to see through whatever he imagined I was seeing, until they rivaled Shiller’s from earlier.

Please, stop, I silently willed him as my Rotsgard trauma came roaring back. Zara, the Merchant Guild’s representative in Rotsgard, is more than enough for this sort of thing.

“W-well, um. I don’t really have any solid basis for it. It’s just that Koran and Tsige both have the mountain range bordering the Wasteland at their backs, don’t they? So, I figured maybe they were similar.”

“Mm. Broadly, yes,” Rembrandt agreed. “They sit only slightly offset north and south, both on Aion’s western edge. The difference is, one faces the sea, and the other opens onto the Wasteland.”

“Then maybe you could just treat them like one city. Tsige would get the best of both worlds: the Wasteland and the sea. It might work out perfectly.”

“One… city!?” Rembrandt’s brows twitched. “Tsige and Koran, you mean?”

“Tsige’s already strapped for land, and we’re picking a fight with a nation either way. So maybe someday we can extend the outer walls all the way from the Golden Road to Koran. That would let us support several times our current population… Though we’d probably end up bigger than Rotsgard. Yeah, that’s…” I trailed off, embarrassed.

Treat Rotsgard, the Academy City, and its surrounding settlements as one academic cluster, and sure, it covered a huge area, but population-wise, it still wasn’t that large. Unite Tsige and Koran into one, and even against that cluster, this side might come out larger.

It might even claim the title of the world's largest city.

But what am I even saying? This is ridiculous.

This world was nothing like modern Japan. A city that enormous was simply…

“To Koran… as one? No, but surely not… If only that problem could be solved. But could it be? Walls and roads. Is such a thing possible? If we folded it into the plan… Completion… This is…!”

“R-Rembrandt-san? Sorry, I just remembered something I need to—”

“No,” Rembrandt cut me off, his mind clearly elsewhere. “My matter was only extra business to begin with. Forgive me, Raidou-dono, but would you go to the separate room two doors down? I would ask for a little more of your time.”

“Huh? But—”

Wait, I said something so strange it made me want to crawl into a hole, and you still want to talk to me?!

“Sairitsu-sama is there,” he murmured, leaning closer. “She says she has something to discuss regarding Tsige’s ‘shield.’ She asked for you by name, Raidou-dono. I apologize, but I would like you to hear her out.”

Sairitsu, the Chūgū of the Lorel Union—the woman working behind the scenes on Tsige’s independence.

So that was the real reason I’d been called here.

Embarrassment notwithstanding, I could hardly run away now.

This was also the very matter that Toa had been worried about.

Besides, it got me away from Rembrandt for the moment.

“I see. Then I’ll see you later,” I said.

“Mm. Sorry for the trouble… A city that cannot be crossed end to end in a single day. Larger by far than the Rotsgard cluster, with unrestricted freedom in district planning? While holding its current position facing the Wasteland, it could gain not only vast tracts of land but even the sea!? Is this the moment to thrust our hand into the fire, risks and all? If we win this gamble, this city will undoubtedly…”

Leaving Rembrandt to mutter to himself, I hurried toward the room where Sairitsu was waiting.

※※※



“Picnic Rose Garden?”

The name sounded oddly cheerful.

It also felt so utterly unsuited to the matter at hand that I couldn’t help repeating it back to Sairitsu.

“Yes. They are unquestionably skilled people,” she replied. “But to our great frustration, despite being based in Lorel, they openly proclaim that they belong to no nation at all.”

Sairitsu had welcomed me warmly, guided me to the seat across from her, and brought up that name at once.

Apparently, they were a highly capable mercenary company, one especially skilled in defense. And yet they didn’t actively take part in wars.

What was that supposed to mean? Between the name and the attitude, they sounded suspicious in every way.

Could a mercenary company even make a living without fighting wars?

I had no idea what Sairitsu thought they would do for us.

“And you believe they’ll side with Tsige now?”

“I believe a possibility exists,” she said, then shook her head with a touch of regret. “Though I cannot say for certain.”

“You went through Rembrandt-san to ask for me specifically, but… why?”

For one thing, if this company were based in Lorel, surely Sairitsu would be in a far better position to approach them.

“They hold a somewhat special position within the Lorel Union, as they count ‘Sages’ among their ancestors.”

“Sages…”

To people from Lorel, ‘sage’ seemed to mean someone from another world.

Since ancient times, the Lorel Union had welcomed people who slipped into this world from elsewhere—though perhaps “slipped in” wasn’t quite the right phrase. In any event, these otherworlders had shaped the nation’s culture and become important figures in society.

Broadly speaking, sages likely came from the same world as me. But the more I dug into them, the more I found that most were Japanese, or otherwise had Asian heritage.

Between the strange culture rooted in Lorel and a handful of other factors, I was all but certain they’d been Japanese.

“Sairitsu-sama, I’ve told you before, but I’m—”

“Not a sage. Yes, I remember,” Sairitsu replied smoothly. “And I do accept that. Yet even to my eyes, Raidou-sama, you possess enough of those traits to be mistaken for one. As for the mercenary company, they take great pride in their sage ancestry and lean heavily toward sage worship. Were you to visit them, I am convinced a favorable discussion could be had.”
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“So you want me to go. And specifically now?”

“Yes,” Sairitsu answered at once, her smile bright and untroubled.

Things in Aion had settled into a temporary lull, and as far as I knew, Koran wasn’t causing any major trouble either.

Plus, Tsige needed defensive troops.

If she were just asking me to give a lecture at the academy or something, I wouldn’t hesitate. But traveling all the way to Lorel, negotiating with a mercenary company, and hauling them back here would be a major undertaking.

Still, if we were going to act, maybe now really was the time.

Even with the Mist Gate letting me slip back to Tsige in an instant once I arrived, I’d probably still need to stay in Lorel for several days.

This whole time, Sairitsu didn’t take her eyes off me, nor did she drop her smile, which was like pure goodwill given human form.

I always had a hard time with that sort of face. I couldn’t help thinking something writhed beneath the surface.

Ever since the academy festival in Rotsgard, I’d had the feeling that Sairtitsu had locked onto me and would do anything to get me into her country.

If only I could shake off the feeling of foreboding that gave me, I knew there would be value in going to Lorel.

“Sairitsu-sama,” I began carefully, “considering Tsige’s current situation, I can’t be away for long. A drawn-out stay in your country would be difficult for me, so…”

“Of course,” Sairitsu said smoothly. “We’re not planning on any stiff formal ceremonies. Our shrine maiden, Chiya-sama, is away from the country, and no one has been chosen to serve in her place. It pains me deeply, but we cannot prepare a proper reception. Given the purpose of your visit, I had intended to ask that you come incognito this time. In exchange, we would offer the members of the Kuzunoha Company every possible convenience, modest as those may be, while they act within Lorel.”

Hmm. To be honest, that’s exactly what I was hoping she’d say. In that case, maybe I could really get in and out fast.

Plus, Lorel did interest me.

If all I was doing was negotiating with the mercenary company, it wouldn’t take more than a few days, would it? I could get updates from Tsige in real time, and if it came down to it, this city was only a Mist Gate away.

As long as I didn’t get tangled up with the Lorel government itself, her proposal sounded acceptable.

“So, you’re saying it’s all right for me to come incognito?”

“Yes. By tomorrow, I can have travel papers ready that will grant you passage almost anywhere. I’ll tell the rulers of each region to spare you any excessive hospitality. But of course, I’ll arrange things so you can visit any place or meet anyone who catches your interest.”

“Ah, no, you really don’t have to go that far.”

Too many special privileges would only make me stand out in the wrong way. Free rein to travel around another country was already a considerable favor in itself.

“No. Neither Lorel nor I have managed to repay you properly yet, Raidou-sama.”

“Huh?”

“Chiya-sama and I both owe you our lives, at least twice over.”

“Ha ha… ha.”

Well, I did help the Hero’s party, so in that sense, maybe I saved them?

I had the impression that particular shrine maiden didn’t think too highly of me, but it was best to keep that to myself. Chiya clearly mattered a great deal to Sairitsu, and being stupidly honest at this point would only land us both in trouble.

“Now then, Raidou-sama. As for where Picnic Rose Garden makes its headquarters…”

“Ah, yes.”

The capital of Lorel, Naoi, right? That’s got to be where their headquarters is.

Plus, that something hiding just behind Sairitsu’s flawless smile told me that she was bringing me just where she wanted me.

While I considered this, Sairitsu spread a map of Lorel out before me—and my breath caught in spite of myself.

This was an extremely detailed map. It had to include all the cities, towns, villages, roads, even mountains and rivers, of the Lorel Union, all drawn with precision.

I wasn’t naïve; at least, not anymore. That map, without question, belonged among a nation’s most closely guarded secrets.

Too late to say so now that I’d already seen it, but I had a strong feeling I’d walked straight into her scheme.

“Lorel wishes to maintain cordial relations both with the Kuzunoha Company and with you, Raidou-sama,” Sairitsu said. “If possible, we even hope to build a lasting and mutually beneficial relationship. Disclosing this much is only natural, then. Please, go ahead and look.”

“I’d like a good relationship too, if that’s possible,” I told her. “It’s just that your shrine maiden seems frightened of me, so I couldn’t help wondering whether I really should be seeing something like this.”

Oops. I wasn’t supposed to say that, was I?

Clearly, I still needed training.

“It is true that the shrine maiden holds a deeply revered position in our country. Her will often becomes the will of the nation and of its people. However… I do not know what Chiya-sama saw in you, Raidou-sama, or what she feared. But as things stand now, you, too, hold a very special place in Lorel. In a certain sense.”

“In a certain sense?”

“There are a variety of factors involved here, and it would be difficult to explain them all in our limited time. If I speak only in relation to this occasion, I would say the words of the shrine maiden are not necessarily absolute. And at the very least, Chiya-sama does not hate you, Raidou-sama.”

“Not absolute, huh?”

By my interpretation, the shrine maiden’s words were more or less absolute in Lorel. Had I read it wrong? But then there was Sairitsu. She’d done it on purpose, I was fairly sure, but she hadn’t said “the shrine maiden” just now, but “Chiya-sama.”

There was probably some implication buried in that; however, working it out was a little beyond me at that point.

“Yes. To the people of Lorel,” Sairitsu went on, “hostility toward the shrine maiden counts as an absolute evil. Yet you, Raidou-sama, harbor no such feelings toward Chiya-sama.”

“None,” I agreed. “I’ve never had any ill will toward the shrine maiden.”

What kind of idiot would deliberately aim hostility at someone another country held in such regard?

Back in my world, we had a wonderful saying for situations like this: When in Rome, do as the Romans do.

Though I might have forgotten that a little, when it came to the Hero of the Gritonia Empire.

“Thank you. Now then, Raidou-sama, the place I’d like you to go is…”

As expected, Sairitsu pointed at Naoi—

—then slid that slender fingertip smoothly a few inches up and to the right.

Huh?

“Here,” Sairitsu said, tapping the spot. “Kannaoi, our nation’s second city. In ancient times, it served as the capital, and over the centuries, the seat of government shifted back and forth between it and Naoi several times. A city with a long and venerable past.”

Kannaoi.

Hm? Naoi?

No, wait. That was…

“Kannaoi? And the mercenary company’s there…”

“Raidou-sama, is there something about the name?”

Gah. I was sure I hadn’t let the question show on my face, yet she’d seen straight through me.

“Ah, yes. I was just thinking how many of Lorel’s place names have such a… unique ring to them.”

“I see. As a matter of fact, though it doesn’t appear in the official histories, some say Naoi itself was once called Ōnaoi.”

Ōnaoi and Kannaoi.

I had a feeling I knew what they were.

If I was right, the true names of those two cities were Ōnaobi and Kannaobi.

In that case, somewhere nearby, there ought to be a town or place with a name close to it. Yaso, maybe. Eighty—

“Ah, I’ve let us wander off topic,” Sairitsu said. “Once you’ve made your preparations in Kannaoi, Raidou-sama, I would like you to head a little north, to this…”

Whoa. There it is.

A place that absolutely did not sound safe.

“The Yasokatsui Valley, and enter the labyrinth that spreads beneath it. That’s its most famous feature, of course, but the natural beauty of the valley itself is quite the sight as well.”

Underground. Labyrinth. And Yasokatsui.

It was probably Yasokatsuhi.

The origin was almost certainly Yasomagatsuhi—also known as Yasomagatsuhi-no-Kami.

A deity from Japanese mythology. And with that, my faint premonitions turned into a seriously bad feeling.

For starters, I didn’t much like cramped spaces. Not long ago, I’d learned that while labyrinths, dungeons, and mazes sounded interesting in theory, I absolutely hated setting foot in one myself.

Yasomagatsuhi wasn’t necessarily an evil deity; he was sometimes enshrined as a spirit who purified calamity. Here, though, the name had probably been slapped on the place to mark it as dangerous, disastrous, or ill-omened.

Just what was lurking in there?

The Goddess? That insect Goddess?

“W-why a labyrinth?” I asked.

“Because their headquarters sit on the twentieth floor below ground, in the area known as the Rose Garden. I’ll let them know you’re coming, so all you need to do is go down, have a talk with them, and negotiate.”

Th-the twentieth floor below ground?

Delightful.

That labyrinth didn’t connect to hell or something, did it?

Damn, the information was getting out of hand. Should I be taking notes?

“There was a small problem there recently,” Sairitsu continued, “but the Yasokatsui Labyrinth seems to have settled down now. For you, Raidou-sama, I imagine a labyrinth wouldn’t be any trouble at all.”

“Um, by the way, you said labyrinth, right? Is there a reason they don’t just call it a cave?”

“My apologies. I’d carelessly assumed you would already know, Raidou-sama. How unlike me.” And there came the second bad feeling. Why would she assume I’d know?

“The great labyrinth beneath Yasokatsui was made by the Greater Dragon who dwells in Lorel: Futsu, the shadow dragon, and a lord of darkness. It’s no natural cave, but a true labyrinth.”

“Labyrinth” gaining a “great” in front of it was bad news. But the source of the labyrinth? That was good news. Not a portal to hell, not the Goddess, just a Greater Dragon.

Greater Dragons I could handle.

Diving twenty floors underground sounded honestly exhausting, but a dungeon like that would surely have shortcuts and all manner of other mechanisms. Lorel was, after all, the country most closely tied to Japan!

…

Just then, something snagged in my mind.

There was something vaguely odd about the way Sairitsu had been talking. Holding on to a barely formed question in my mind, I kept the conversation going.

“I see. So that’s how it is. Right. Thanks for the information, Sairitsu-sama. I’ll give it some serious thought. As for this matter, I’d like to meet with you again soon.”

“Thank you for such a favorable reply. I look forward to our next meeting, but you are a busy man, Raidou-sama. I’ll leave the travel papers with the guild so you can collect them at your convenience.”

A mercenary company that made its home on the twentieth floor of a giant dungeon.

Valuable information, certainly. Best of all, Lorel had granted permission from the outset to take them out of the country.

I would talk to Rembrandt, gather as much information as I could on my end, and, if there were no problems, go meet them.

With any luck, they’d become the shield that guarded this city.

“Ah.”

“Is there something else I can help you with?”

“No, just a passing thought. I’ll take my leave, then, Sairitsu-sama.”

I bowed once and left the room.

Then I turned to the reason behind that foolish little sound I’d just let slip.

Which attendant should I take along?

There was no need to decide today, but I had a feeling another serious battle royale was about to erupt back in the Demiplane.

Since we were bound for Lorel, Tomoe would no doubt cling to the chance with everything she had.

Not to mention that a Greater Dragon was involved, so Tomoe might genuinely be the best pick this time. Even so, it didn’t look like I’d get much free time there.

Her interest in Lorel had cooled a little since Kaleneon’s Demon Mountain Hot Spring opened, but who could say how it would shake out?

I prayed this would all somehow settle peacefully, without descending into chaos.

Clinging to a wish that probably wouldn’t come true, I headed back to report to Rembrandt.
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Back in the Demiplane, Tomoe and Mio reacted predictably to news of my trip: by practically throwing sparks at each other.

With no other commitments that evening, I’d eaten dinner in the Demiplane with both of them. It was a warm, lively meal, and a great way to close out the day.

Tofu was on the menu, and it was delicious.

Chilled tofu is a classic, of course, but agedashi tofu, tofu tempura, and tofu simmered in stews all pull their weight too, don’t they? That white stuff is amazing.

Once our plates were clean, I brought up the trip I was mulling over to Lorel and asked whether one of them would come along.

Fortunately, Shiki, Ema, and my new follower Tamaki had evacuated the room the moment I mentioned Lorel.

That’s probably exactly why it turned into a duel.

Although both Tomoe and Mio had work of their own, the look in their eyes told me that Lorel had instantly become their top priority.

It was as if their right and left eyes had “Lo” and “rel” written across them.

At first, I thought it might go surprisingly well.

“Very well! In that case, I am satisfied!”

“Yes, I have no objections whatsoever!”

The fierce battle I’d been trying to ignore, watching instead as part of the scenery with a teacup in one hand, seemed to have finally reached its closing remarks.

Huh. Things had started breaking, so I’d assumed they were about to move the stage outside.

“Uh… so?” I asked the two of them as they marched toward me, the fire still in their eyes.

Ah. Now that I think about it, I should have sent Ema and the others away first, and then opened the discussion with only my attendants present.

“We’ve concluded that fighting over this is fruitless,” Tomoe said.

“Oh really?”

“Indeed.”

“It was never something we needed to quarrel over in the first place,” Mio added, her breathing growing more steady as she spoke. Her cheeks still held a faint flush, and a sheen of sweat clung to her skin—which, if you walked in at just that moment, might have seemed rather alluring.

“You two should’ve realized that before everyone else had to leave,” I blurted out.

“We also realized,” Mio stated, “that there will be no issue at all if we both accompany you.”

“If you would take both of us, that would be best, Young Master!” Tomoe added.

Whoa there.

Koran would likely keep Tomoe going in and out of the city for a while, and the dining room Mio had added to the store was a tremendous success.

Many of its dishes were based on Japanese cuisine, so for now, I still wanted Mio, who understood the roots of the flavors and cooking methods better than anyone else, to keep an eye on the place.

As far as I could tell, the girl we’d hired to work there was still just following Mio’s lead.

I’d thought about simply going to Lorel alone, but knowing myself, I could pretty much guarantee that I’d run into trouble of some kind. So, nope.

Then should I have picked Shiki from the start?

A little while ago, both Tomoe and Mio had indirectly told me I was favoring Shiki too much. Maybe there was still time to convince them…

“You two do realize that if you both leave, it’ll put quite a burden on the company and the city, right?” I asked.

“Shiki will manage,” Tomoe replied without hesitation.

You say that so easily.

He probably would accept it, but even Shiki only had so many hours in a day.

“Yes,” Mio agreed. “If necessary, since they’re going to be staying quietly in the Demiplane anyway, we can make use of Tamaki and Sari as well. For a short journey like this, there should be no problem, Young Master.”

Mio tossed out their names just as lightly, but we had a clear policy: my new attendant Tamaki and Sari, the Demon King’s child, were not to leave the Demiplane.

“Tamaki and Sari are out. I have a few things in mind for them, so for now I’m only having them work inside the Demiplane. There’s also that huge shrine to manage, and I don’t want it neglected.”

“As for myself, I’ll report properly afterward, but to be frank, I grasped the general state of affairs in Koran in a single day, so I see no need to spend more time on it,” Tomoe said with a sturdy, almost gallant confidence. “Were we to be absent for months, then yes, it would have an effect. But this is merely a limited business trip, is it not? As for hunting enemies, between high-altitude reconnaissance by the winged folk and the cooperation of the villages through the forest ogres’ ‘Kuzu Network’ of peddlers, there’ll be no issue whatsoever. I have not built a shop so fragile it would falter simply because we stepped away for a week or two.”

“Exactly,” Mio agreed, her clenched fists speaking eloquently of her enthusiasm. “This city is not yet in such dire straits that Tomoe-san and I must stand guard at all times. If anything happens, we can return at once. And while a dungeon lacks a certain elegance, seeing the ingredients and cuisine of a foreign land would be a valuable opportunity to learn. Lorel, in particular, still bears traces of those from your homeland, Young Master. I’m deeply curious what dishes grew there from the principles of Japanese cuisine!”

At this rate, a fruitless battle would erupt before we ever reached the reports, just as they’d said, and everyone would end up exhausted.

Neither argument was some halfhearted claim that they didn’t care what became of the city. Both rested on a clear grasp of the current situation.

Even if something unforeseen happened in the dungeon, I couldn’t imagine a situation in which the three of us couldn’t recover within a few days.

After all, the thing at the bottom was merely a Greater Dragon.

“Mio, will the restaurant be all right? Isn’t it still hard to run with just the staff there?”

“I was just thinking of launching a certain plan next week. I’ve trained them considerably for it, so they can move a tiny bit more properly now than you might imagine, Young Master.”

Plan? That was the first I’d heard of it.

But Mio, after “training them considerably,” they’re only “a tiny bit” more proper?

That sounded insanely Spartan.

I just hoped the number of people aiming to become chefs in the Demiplane didn’t start dropping.

I’d have to ask one of the girls at the restaurant sometime what was really going on. Something told me I wouldn’t get any objective information out of the supervisor standing in front of me.

After all, Mio had a record of shutting herself in the kitchen for two full sleepless days over soup stock, all because “a little” combination had caught her interest.

“What kind of plan?” I asked.

“I was thinking of starting a takeout set-meal menu, limited to early mornings and lunchtime,” Mio replied.

“A takeout set meal? So, basically a bento.”

“Yes. Exactly that. We’ll call it the Bento Fair.”

“Sounds interesting. But why now?”

“The lunchtime crowd has gotten especially terrible, so I thought this might be one way to ease the congestion. I’ve also applied to the city for permission to set out extra chairs and tables in front of the shop during lunch hours, but if more people just buy food and eat elsewhere, that should improve the situation too.”

“You’re right, there’s only so much we can do with the seats inside. So, takeout, I see.”

“I was planning on telling you all about it later, but it seems that part’s already been handled. I shall send over the detailed materials later. As for sampling the menu, we can manage that while we travel. Ufufu.”

Takeout meals with both rice and side dishes were certainly still rare in Tsige.

A few high-end restaurants offered something close to catered lunch boxes, but those came bundled with traveling chefs and the like, so they weren’t quite what I’d call a bento shop.

When it came to food that people carried away, the main battlefield was still fast food and single-dish street stalls.

It would help spread the restaurant’s flavors around, too, and the whole idea seemed like it could set off all sorts of positive ripples.

Then again, if the advertising worked too well, bentos might actually undercut the original goal of thinning out the crowds.

Customers would come for the bentos, decide they were delicious, then drop by the restaurant to eat in.

Good for sales, sure, but the crowding threatened to become a vicious cycle.

No. Well, I’ll just keep quiet about that for now.

If it came to it, I always had the option of working through the guild, or negotiating directly with the neighboring shop to move out—on good terms, of course—and expanding Mio’s dining area. The hidden art of throwing money at the problem. Money was an all-purpose negotiator, good at amicable settlements, and speedy. Just like I wanted to be.

For now, if we could just spill the eating space out onto the road in front of the shop during lunch hours, I figured we’d be fine.

Still, sampling bentos dreamed up by Mio and her apprentice cooks while we were in Lorel? If we had to navigate a labyrinth, I couldn’t imagine a more enjoyable way to do it.

“Tomoe,” I said, turning back to her, “there’s nothing in Koran that would make you keep going back there over and over, right?”

“Of course not. I believe I can already give a rather favorable report.”

“I see.”

Shiki was already plenty busy as it was, juggling the Rotsgard side with practical work here in the Demiplane.

I wanted Tamaki to settle into internal work alongside everyone in the Demiplane, the shrine included, and I didn’t much want her venturing outside.

As for Sari, I figured we could gradually loosen the restrictions on her as the situation allowed, but for now, her work would stay within the Demiplane. And taking demons into the Demiplane wasn’t a concrete matter yet either.

With all of that said, maybe taking both Tomoe and Mio would be fine.

Having made their arguments, the two of them were watching me closely.

“All right. I’ll go to Lorel with both of you. We’ll take a forest ogre and one eldwar as well, and if either of you wants to bring anyone else along, go ahead.”

“Yes! At last, Lorel!”

“Right! There is one arach child who seems able to move right now. And as for the bentos—”

“Ah, hold on. We’re moving into the report meeting now. I need to hear from Tamaki and Shiki, from Tomoe about Koran, and from Mio about the bento lineup, the staffing during the event, and the shift schedule. I have a lecture in Rotsgard tomorrow, so I need all of it today.”

“Indeed. Of course. Then let’s do it in the other room, since Shiki and Tamaki are already over there,” Tomoe said.

“Yes, Young Master,” Mio added.

Both of them were in high spirits as we moved to the separate room Shiki and Tamaki had quietly slipped off to.

I’d assumed they might be deep in some difficult discussion, but the two of them were silently reading through office documents instead.

They each had a fair number of subordinates, which meant plenty of reports to handle.

As we hammered out the details of the Lorel trip, the burden on these two would only grow.

Yeah. I felt bad about that.

“Shiki, Tamaki. Sorry for the wait.”

“Not at all. You were much faster than expected,” Shiki said.

“Yes. And far quieter than anticipated,” Tamaki added calmly. “The two of them had the air of people fully prepared to take the match outdoors. Which one yielded?”

Tomoe and Mio answered Tamaki’s question together.

“Both of us, Tamaki.”

“What a shame your prediction was wrong.”

“Oh… Then will Makoto-sama be heading to Lorel alone?” Tamaki asked.

“No. This time I’ve decided to take both of them along,” I said. “Tamaki, your workload in the Demiplane will likely grow, and Shiki, so will yours in Tsige, but I’ll leave the adjustments to the two of you. I’ll hear out your proposals and requests as much as I can.”

“Both of them, is it? Very well then. Young Master, what do you intend to do about your lectures in Rotsgard?” Shiki asked.

Shiki’s face didn’t show much surprise; he must have anticipated this outcome.

“The lectures will continue as scheduled. We have teleportation, so it doesn’t matter how far away I am. Tsige is safe for now, and if we can use this chance to find someone to serve as the core of the city’s shield, I think it’ll be worthwhile.”

Hiring mercenaries permanently would be a heavy burden—on us, on the city, and on the mercenary company alike.

If possible, I figured negotiations would go easier if we asked them to teach Tsige’s people the basics of defense, then let the contract lapse after a set period, once we’d cleared the major hurdle of independence.

If they had to stay bound to us forever, that would turn into an exclusive contract, and negotiations would become a nightmare. Honestly, I didn’t think we could pull that off.

“Indeed. We are always busy, after all. Lately, things have felt somewhat lacking, in fact. Ha ha ha.”

Shiki really is dependable, I thought. Am I leaning on him too much?

“If the Kuzunoha Company keeps propping up Tsige at every turn, it will only become a liability in the future. I believe this is a good idea. Sari is capable, and I have no objection whatsoever to taking on more work in the Demiplane, Makoto-sama.”

“Thank you. That helps.”

This war aside, we weren’t going to stay in Tsige forever. Tamaki was probably looking ahead to the day Tsige might become a shackle on us.

“In that case, with Tomoe-dono and Mio-dono accompanying you to Lorel, Young Master, may we move on to the report meeting?” Shiki asked.

“Yeah. Tomoe, report on Koran. Mio, on Tsige’s situation and the restaurant project. Shiki, on the Academy City and the merchant guild. Tamaki, on the Demiplane overall. Thanks!”

“Yes,” all four attendants answered in unison.

The Kuzunoha Company’s report meeting began, somehow without incident.

※※※



Ah, right.

Koran was a port town, so it faced the sea.

Obvious, sure. But only now did I grasp what that actually meant.

“And so,” Tomoe concluded, “the town of Koran wishes to secure permanent cooperation from Tsige—or rather, from the Kuzunoha Company. More precisely, from our shipbuilding group and the Sealords.”

Tomoe was the first to report, and her account revealed the reason behind Koran’s eerie cooperation with Tsige: something so close to submission that the word didn’t feel entirely wrong.

“The town’s shipbuilding industry has been growing rapidly,” Shiki said. “Not to Tsige’s extent, but the scenery changes every time I visit. They’ve already absorbed several nearby fishing villages and built up enough underlying strength that their development will likely continue for some time.”

“And they understand that they owe it all to us, which makes them wise,” Mio said, looking rather pleased. “Far wiser than certain great powers. They’re also accustomed to handling fish.”

Shiki and Mio had both been in and out of Koran often enough to know what you might call the town’s temperament.

Both seemed satisfied with Tomoe’s report.

“They’ve improved their shipbuilding mainly through technical instruction from the elder dwarves, which gives them an overwhelming advantage over the nearby villages,” Tamaki said, comparing Tomoe’s report against the documents before her. “For now, there are no competing port towns, and everything is proceeding smoothly. And the cooperation of the Sealords is also significant. They rarely show themselves, but ships marked as Koran’s are clearly enjoying smoother fishing and voyages than the rest.”

From the documents and Tomoe’s report alone, Tamaki had grasped the state of Koran with startling accuracy despite never having set foot there.

As she pointed out, at a certain point, the accidents along the coast around Koran and on the routes connecting it to other towns had simply stopped.

That point lined up almost perfectly with when Shiki went to speak with Selgei about Koran.

Scarred by the factional conflict in their former sea, the Sealords themselves stayed near Koran, where they knew it was safe. Other sea races, though, apparently ranged into the open ocean fairly often, and, armed with the information the Sealords supplied them, they seemed to offer Koran’s ships a fair amount of help.

The Sealords didn’t seem especially eager to meet the Sealord faction ruled by Selgei’s older brother. After all, they’d abandoned that side to follow Selgei’s younger brother, who’d taken the name Gaen.

From what I’d heard, though, the elder brother’s side claimed the sea opposite Koran as their main territory—their territorial waters, so to speak—so the odds of running into them were probably quite low.

The sea south of Lorel and the one facing Gritonia had apparently once been home to the Sealords’ capital.

On the map it didn’t look connected to Koran’s sea, but maybe that was just because this world still held unexplored regions. The oceans had to join up somewhere.

Wait, they are connected, right? I’d assumed that was obvious and never bothered to check.

I should ask Selgei, just in case.

“I do remember approving the Sealords’ request to guard their fellow Demiplane residents dispatched to Koran,” Tomoe said. “But I didn’t know they had actually been moving on this scale. It seems Shiki and Mio didn’t either.”

“Indeed. That is why there were no attacks during the revolution,” Shiki said.

“Well, I can’t see any particular problem with it,” Mio replied. “If anything, it is worthy of praise, is it not?”

Mm. I heard about that part too.

Between one thing and another, there were always around twenty people from the Demiplane stationed in Koran.

As it sat on the coast, attacks from land—monsters or otherwise—weren’t especially serious. Some time ago, the sea folk had apparently offered to watch the ocean side for us.

That was around the time we began discussing increasing the number of eldwar involved in shipbuilding at Koran, if I remember right.

The result, apparently, turned Koran into a port terrifyingly favorable toward Tsige—or rather, toward the Kuzunoha Company.

Most of the ships Koran used now were built or modified by our craftsmen. The eldwar had worked them so that, when viewed from the seabed, anyone could tell they were made in Koran.

The sea people used those marks as signs. Whenever they spotted one of those ships, they helped it navigate and cleared out sea beasts or marine monsters that might threaten it. On land, they passed along knowledge of fishing grounds and the state of the sea through our employees.

Naturally, races that lived in the ocean and on the sea floor knew the sea far better than the hyumans who merely sailed across it. Sailors and fishermen alike had apparently come to value the Kuzunoha Company tremendously.

Tomoe also said that when she visited Koran and introduced herself as someone of the same standing as Mio and Shiki, she’d received an enthusiastic welcome at once, almost as if she were a representative of Tsige itself.

“They overwhelm others not only in their fishing yields, but in their knowledge of routes to each town,” Tomoe said. “And as they master such things, they have begun eyeing the open ocean as well. For that reason, they wish to deepen their friendship with us. Add the news that the Kuzunoha Company is based in Tsige, and… apparently, they decided they may as well place themselves under us. The matter of Koran is settled.”

What is that “may as well” supposed to mean?

Hmm. So, Koran wasn’t being threatened by ships from other powers either. Scylla Levi, the merfolk, and the sirens had all been putting in serious work.

Since those ships were no different from pirates, the girls had sunk every last vessel that tried to approach Koran from the sea to seize it during the revolution.

So that was why Levi had said something cryptic like, “I’ve been getting pretty good at sniping lately, you know.”

For a ship, getting a single huge hole opened in its bottom is catastrophe enough.

It seemed the sirens and merfolk had also been mercilessly hunting down the crews of hostile ships, including any that tried to make a dramatic comeback by reaching land or an island after being stranded.

Even without Levi, they’d been making the enemy suffer through magic alone.

From beneath the sea, ships probably looked like nothing more than leaves drifting on the surface. Once hyumans went out to sea, they really were the weak ones.

My condolences.

“So, setting aside the matter of merging towns, is it safe to say Koran wants our protection because they’re already enjoying all the benefits that would bring?” I asked.

“Indeed. They looked as if they couldn’t even bear to imagine losing them,” Tomoe replied.

“They have high-quality seafood as well, and shipbuilding is a deep, rewarding craft the eldwar stand to gain much from. From the Kuzunoha Company’s perspective, I see no mistake in keeping our relationship as it is.”

Mio and Tamaki both nodded at Shiki’s words.

“Yes,” Mio said. “The crustaceans and shellfish from that area are the easiest to work with right now, and their flavor is excellent, so I value them highly. And isn’t it rather charming that they wish to bow their heads to you, Young Master?”

“As someone overseeing the Demiplane,” Tamaki added, “I also find data from other seas extremely useful in understanding our own. As long as the people of the Demiplane come to no harm, I believe we should maintain the current situation and develop the relationship further.”

So, everyone approved of the Koran matter.

I had no particular reason to oppose it either.

In fact…

“If they’re relying on us that much, maybe I should pay them a visit myself.”

“The people there were very much hoping you would,” Tomoe said. “Between name recognition and the scale of business dealings, the Rembrandt Company and the Kuzunoha Company have practically become synonymous with Tsige itself over there. On the whole, the envoy was received favorably, too.”

“Ah!”

Listening to Tomoe, I suddenly remembered something.

“Young Master, is something troubling you?”

“There was a merchant who went to Koran. Shiller-san, right? The representative of that company that deals in gems and stuff.”

“Ah, yes. He was there.”

“How did it go with him? Sounded like his company had some trouble with Koran in the past.”

“They did step quite far out of line, but not him personally; it was the previous head, and the one before that. I shouldn’t speak too soon, as it only happened yesterday, but the ban on his company entering the town has been lifted.”

“I see. Did it seem like he was plotting anything?”

“Nothing in particular. He just seemed pleased to go back to trading on the same terms as the other companies. From what I saw, he’s a fairly capable man.”

If I could read between the lines, Tomoe was saying he wasn’t the kind of guy who would do anything stupid and rash on impulse.

“OK, good. That’s what I thought too. So, what exactly did his company do in Koran?” I asked.

“They weren’t satisfied with how much crystal coral they could get. That’s a rare item that only washes ashore once in a blue moon; people treat it as a gift from the sea,” Tomoe explained. “So, they tried to force people to gather it from the seabed. Specifically, from a no-fishing area where it grows naturally. A place Koran’s fishermen consider sacred.”

Whoa. That’s awful.

“Ah, that coral,” Mio said. “It is beautiful, and it does grow in those restricted waters. Not that that’s the only place it grows, but it’s true that it’s the closest spot to Koran where entry might seem possible.”

Shiki seemed to know the place too, and from the open exasperation on his face, he grasped what it meant to the locals.

“A foolish act, one that would turn practically every local against them,” he said, shaking his head. “The height of stupidity.”

So, they’d reached for something they should never have touched. And if they were forgiven for a stunt like that simply because they’d come as part of Tsige’s envoy, I would need to be careful.

If I said something careless and accidentally gave that company an odd endorsement, it would be a problem.

To prevent that, I needed to meet Koran’s important people soon and start making friends. If my experience as a merchant had taught me one thing, it was that people with whom you’d had a face-to-face conversation were far less likely to harbor harmful assumptions.

The trust the eldwars, Mio, Shiki, and all the sea-dwelling races had built was precious. I didn’t want our company’s name tarnished over some unfortunate misunderstanding.

“I hardly need to tell you this, Makoto-sama,” Tamaki said, “but for those who live by the bounty of the sea, no-fishing zones carry weight. If such a place is also considered sacred, then the mere fact that outsiders entered it and weren’t killed is a miracle. For those who live in an environment hyumans cannot dominate, even superstitions and taboos can be worth staking one’s life upon.”

“Well, yeah. That makes sense,” I muttered. Tamaki had just laid out exactly what kind of landmine Shiller’s company had stepped on.

“And yet even those who violated such a place were forgiven, simply for belonging to the same group as Kuzunoha. To have already built such trust… The Kuzunoha Company’s trade is truly sincere. I’m impressed.”

“Thanks.”

Tamaki went on to explain the danger that came with that trust. Grow careless, let ourselves be used, and our position could collapse all at once.

As much as I agreed with her—of course, we shouldn’t betray the trust we’d worked so hard to win—her words didn’t quite sit right with me. Something about her left a bad taste in my mouth, as if she were daring me to read a hidden message between the lines.

“I believe it would be well worth visiting once, just us and the Rembrandt Company,” Tomoe said. “For the next few days I’ll continue coordinating with the Tsige envoy as needed, but I doubt anything further will come of it. Whatever the timing, there should be no issue with Koran coming under Tsige’s protection.”

“Got it. Thank you, Tomoe.”

“As for me, I wish to make haste for Lorel already. Mufufufu.”

And, time to change the subject.

“I’ll get to it as soon as I can. Next is Mio, then. For the restaurant, walk me through this new menu in detail. After that, how things are going in the city. Anything change, anything catch your eye?”

“Let me see. I’ve already talked about the bentos, so as for the city, nothing in particular has stood out. It’s not in an uproar like Rotsgard was during the mutant incident, and this city always keeps a certain level of vigilance. If I had to name something? Well, Rinon’s birthday is coming up. Toa asked whether she might hold a dinner party at our establishment.”

Wow, that’s really scraping the bottom of the barrel for things to report.

But yeah. How old would Rinon be turning again?

She didn’t go to school, so there was no grade to anchor a guess. That girl managed the ledgers for her sister’s party, kept the household accounts, and even earned her own income. As far as I could tell, she was already doing the work of an adult.

What was age, really?

“Got it. She’s an adventurer we’re close with. I think it’s fine to do that for her,” I said.

“That was my intention. Komoe is eager as well, so I’ll put her to work on something. Is that acceptable, Tomoe-san?”

“Of course,” Tomoe replied with a nod. “Use her as much as you like.”

Shiki and Tamaki took to the dinner party idea as well, and soon they were tossing out all kinds of suggestions, from the menu to entertainment.

It was an unexpectedly peaceful scene.

I was surprised to find that both Shiki and Tamaki had a wealth of knowledge about stage magic. What did it say about a magician that they kept such an abundance of magic-free trick recipes on hand?

Ah, right. Tamaki’s a shrine maiden.

Even now, she wore the red-and-white robes.

She’d once told me, “I have a black version as well,” and shown up in black shrine maiden attire. It struck me as ominous (or at least deeply wrong), so afterward I asked her to never go adventuring in shrine maiden clothing again. Red and white were one thing, but blue-black was just… And since unsettling words like “see-through” and “pink” had crept into that conversation too, I was fairly sure I’d made the right call.

While my thoughts wandered for a moment, Tamaki pitched several bento ideas to Mio, and dishes like sweet-and-sour pork, chili shrimp, and mapo tofu joined the lineup.

Chinese food, huh? Nice.

Plain salted rice balls came up as a bento option for adventurers, and the two of them launched into that debate with the same strange, feverish intensity.

I wasn’t complaining; I was a big fan of salted rice balls.

As for my favorite filling, that topic could spiral into a war as fruitless as whether to squeeze lemon over fried chicken, so I kept my mouth shut.

Not that I needed to worry. The debate between Tamaki and Mio had already reached a realm I couldn’t enter: salt ratios, blends, single rice variety versus mixed.

“With that, would they not last a week at most?” Tamaki asked. “These are adventurers heading into the Wasteland. Unless they can carry them safely for a month, prepared this way, would they even consider them an option?”

Mio didn’t retreat a single step.

“Oh, this is why ignorance is so troublesome. Listen carefully. Once adventurers head out there, they generally plan their food around local procurement. Is there any need to make them last a whole month? More importantly, with that ratio, the flavor drops dramatically! The rice loses its stickiness, the salt overwhelms everything, and the sweetness—!”

“Compared to starvation, flavor is trivial! As emergency food, they can carry with confidence, a little extra saltiness won’t bother them!”

“No idiot heads into the Wasteland with a backpack stuffed full of nothing but rice balls! Anyone who did would be beyond ridiculous!”

“That is why we should pack more fullness into each one, and the size should also…”

“I’m trying to offer rice balls as a kind of bento, not feed people some bizarre substitute like ninja ration pills!”

Mio’s initial proposal had included “salted rice balls that keep for a week,” which honestly didn’t seem all that far off from ninja ration pills either.

Besides, if preservation was the priority, wouldn’t a pickled plum inside beat leaving them plain?

Should I say that?

No, wading into this debate would be a terrible move. However it shook out, nothing good would come of it.

I already couldn’t even picture a salted rice ball that lasted a month. It sounded less like rice and more like some mutant called OKOME.

But wait, wasn’t this supposed to be a reporting meeting?

“Mio, Tamaki. Stop. You can hash this out between yourselves at another time. I want to hear Shiki’s report too.”

“True. This is not a matter we can settle with a brief discussion here.”

“We haven’t even touched on the possibilities for fillings. This wouldn’t end in a single night. My apologies.”

So, they had meant to push beyond the category of salted rice balls. Terrifying.

This was sounding less like a single night and more like a whole research project. At least they’d agreed to stop for now.

With the mood reset, Shiki cleared his throat and began his report.

“My report concerns Rotsgard. The merchant guild, rebuilt around Zara, has already settled down. Neither its executives nor the representatives of its member companies show any open hostility toward us. Young Master attends meetings as representative more often than before, and word has spread that even proxies like myself, Aqua, Eris, or Lime can handle the practical discussions well enough. Thanks to that, everything has become extremely easy to manage.”

In this world, a company representative wielded absurd authority: power practically equal to that of a dictator.

That was precisely why merchant guild meetings required the attendance of the representative or someone they’d properly entrusted. Someone capable of meaningful discussion.

Back then, I’d botched that and gotten myself ostracized by Rotsgard’s merchant guild. In my defense, I hadn’t had time to study their customs and practices beforehand.

No, stop. That’s just an ugly excuse.

At the very least, the guild now understood that whoever attended from our company, hyuman or demi-human, came properly authorized by me as representative.

“It’s true,” I said. “I’ve been trying to attend meetings more than before. With that sort of thing, just showing up and drinking tea makes a surprising difference in how much people trust you.”

“Yes. Before the attack on Rotsgard, the Kuzunoha Company was a mystery—a company that had grown rapidly while maintaining almost no public presence, with hardly any information available. To them, we were run by an enigmatic representative with an overwhelming degree of personal control, yet nearly every guild event drew someone other than you, Young Master. Naturally, that only deepened their suspicion. Becoming the city’s savior and devoting ourselves to its reconstruction stripped away those needless filters and let them see us as we truly are. I believe that mattered greatly. Truly, my consideration was lacking.”

It wasn’t Shiki’s fault at all. From beginning to end, the mistake had been mine. I’d only realized the gap in our understanding afterward, but I’d been told that to Shiki, back then, the Kuzunoha Company had been little more than a front.

Really, I’d been lacking. Painfully lacking. I wanted badly to go give my past self a lecture.

“All right, so it sounds like things are running smoothly with the guild now. How’s Rotsgard itself been lately?”

“A fortunate side effect of misfortune, you might say. Because the mutants leveled portions of the city, we were able to reorganize some districts. Development has progressed efficiently, and certain areas are drawing more people than before and growing livelier. Some who left are even coming back, so the population is recovering steadily. As for the slums where the demi-humans lived, we didn’t demolish them. We repaired them as they were, and they now serve officially as residences.”

Mm-hmm. All good news, by the sound of it.

Destroying the city had let redevelopment proceed smoothly, yet the residents hadn’t vanished; their numbers were actually climbing again. And the demi-humans, who’d have been the first to get expelled anywhere else, had been allowed to stay.

In other words, the standing of demi-humans in that city had risen by a fair margin.

Suddenly, an old acquaintance came to mind. Some people said he reminded them of me—a demi-human with a tanuki-like flavor to him.

“How are Bowle and the others doing?” I asked.

“They’re cooperating with the reconstruction,” Shiki answered. “Plenty of simple labor jobs remain, and some are being hired by local companies through methods that imitate the part-time system we introduced. For them, it’s a chance to show their strength and land work, so they’re throwing themselves into it.”

“What about the district where that enormous mutant got turned into a tree?”

“It’s become a full-fledged park, the very face of the city. It’s not perfect yet, but I’d say Rotsgard’s reconstruction is largely complete and has moved into the stage of refining the details. Representative Zara seems to think so, too. He’s eager to finalize the terms of our cooperation as quickly as possible so he can organize support plans for the surrounding cities.”

“Right, the satellite cities. Yeah, once Rotsgard itself is settled, we’ll definitely need to start helping those places too.”

The satellite cities of Rotsgard had taken heavy wounds during the mutant incident, too.

Compared to the Academy City itself, though, their reconstruction was bound to lag, and the plain truth was that both hands and resources were running short.

“That is a task for Representative Zara, the merchant guild, and the academy to work out. Zara will, of course, ask for our cooperation, so I believe it will suffice for us to assist as needed. The Kuzunoha Company has already more than fulfilled its role in the reconstruction of Rotsgard. Our shop thrives a little more each day, Young Master.”

“I see. That’s good, then.”

Shiki was right; when it came to the satellite cities, pitching in with supplies and funds as a member of the merchant guild was probably the least troublesome approach. Now that reconstruction in the Academy City had reached a stopping point, workers accustomed to the job would naturally flow into the surrounding areas. I saw no need for us to go out of our way to send people.

The last thing we wanted to do was take the lead too aggressively and end up buying resentment this time.

“Yes. Thank you for your hard work. With this, we can finally give the lectures in Rotsgard the time they deserve.”

Right. Lectures.

Of course, Shiki hadn’t said, “With this, you’ll finally be able to get some much-needed rest.”

If anything, his motivation had shifted into a mode where “serious” was spelled “deadly earnest,” flames practically blazing behind him.

“Come to think of it, tomorrow’s lecture is when we start bringing in new students, right?”

“Exactly! It’ll be an important first session—a chance for Jin, Abelia, and the others to step up, and to form a new group of Young Master’s disciples!”

“Y-yeah. I know.”

I wasn’t nearly as fired up as Shiki.

Teaching really suits him, doesn’t it?

According to the materials he’d prepared, there would be around thirty students at this lecture, not counting Jin and the others. That was quite a lot.

Shiki hadn’t gotten so carried away as to try to build a Raidou faction at the academy, had he?

I wanted no part of that. Power struggles inside the academy were the last thing I needed.

Still, even if it was only in the context of lectures, I approved of Jin and the others gaining juniors, so I couldn’t really complain.

People often took unexpected steps forward once juniors gave them something to measure themselves against.

“There will be quite a few students at first, but that’s partly to preserve the dignity of the administrative side. After several lectures, only a few will remain.”

“So that’s how it’ll shake out after all.”

“For now, I believe it’s best if the number who settle in lands around five to seven, enough to build party-level cooperation. At that point, we can suspend admissions again. One first-generation party and one second-generation party should prove convenient in several ways.”

“I agree.”

Jin and his team could more easily compare the new students to themselves, which would make it easier to give advice and warnings.

Among the new students, they’d likely find people whose party roles overlapped with their own. When that happened, they’d more readily notice both their strengths and their rough edges. Nothing but upside.

“Tomorrow’s the first lecture, so I was hoping you could move around a little yourself, Young Master. Would that be all right?” Shiki asked.

“Sure,” I replied.

After all, I was a practical-skills instructor. Few of my lectures could be taught with words alone and be called finished.

“Thank you. The students need to understand from the start that Instructor Raidou’s lectures aren’t the sort where we treat them like guests and politely coax them into getting stronger. My apologies for the trouble, and thank you for your cooperation.”

While Shiki spoke, I skimmed the list of students.

Ah.

Several names on the list belonged to famous noble families.

They’d watched my students compete in the tournament and still chosen to apply, so maybe I didn’t need to worry too much about the lecture's content or how rough it got.

Maybe thinking that way just proved I was still underestimating hyumans.

Jin and the others had reached where they stood now by coughing up blood—sometimes almost literally—as they faced their own limits and struggled forward.

Barring truly exceptional talent, no one kept growing stronger on praise alone.

If anything, that sort of treatment only made them misjudge themselves, grow arrogant, and eventually make a fatal mistake.

In that sense, Shiki was right. These new students needed to understand what kind of class mine was.

Even I didn’t know how to make people stronger by flattering them nonstop like some professional sycophant. Wasn’t that called hōkan-geiko or something? Training by empty praise?

Shiki’s wicked smile probably traced back to the part about “preserving the dignity of the administrative side.”

After all, being begged over and over to take on more students had quietly worn on my stomach, too.

“Got it. Then, once the lectures settle down and Tomoe’s envoy returns from Koran, we’ll head to Lorel. That should take care of things outside for now. Tamaki,” I added, turning to her, “I assume you’ve gotten used to the Demiplane by now?”

“Yes. I’m deeply moved by what a wonderful place it is,” she replied.

“How are things at the shrine, and how are you getting along with the races living here? Any problems?”

Some time had passed since the shrine (and Tamaki with it) came to the Demiplane.

For my part, I made a point of visiting it once a day. Every time I passed beneath the torii gate, the air shifted, and a faint coolness hung over the grounds.

The silence, and being cut off from the sounds of daily life (though that wasn’t as special in the Demiplane, or in this world in general, as it would have been back home).

The scent of wood and incense smelled exactly like what I remembered from Japan.

Those were a few of my reasons.

Still, I never lingered long, so I had no idea what the place looked like at other times of day.

I’d been a little curious what the shrine had become to everyone living in the Demiplane, so I was hoping Tamaki’s report might touch on that.

“There are no problems, but I do have a few matters to report, along with some things I’d like to ask you, Makoto-sama.”

“Sure. I’m listening.”

Tamaki’s new to the Demiplane, and she’s also the hardest to read out of everyone here. What has she felt here? I hope I can understand even a little of it.

“First, regarding the management of the shrine. Thanks to your request, Makoto-sama, people of every race have been a great help. Most have visited at least once, and some now bring their children to spend time there.”

“Oh…”

“The cherry blossom viewing banquet we held the other day likely shaped how people picture the shrine. That’s probably why they feel comfortable dropping by so casually.”

“I guess it was never going to become a place of worship on its own. Sorry about that, Tamaki.”

A shrine, a temple, and even a sanctuary, all gathered in one place with an actual resident shrine maiden on site—yet it was being treated more like a big park. Somehow, that left me feeling guilty.

After all, I’d built the place through my connections with an incredible lineup of gods: Tsukuyomi, Daikokuten, Susanoo, Athena, and more.

Still, they weren’t exactly the gods of the Demiplane, and not one of the other residents even knew their names.

I suppose I shouldn’t have been disappointed that it didn’t turn into a place for prayer.

Which meant the sacred objects might end up starved for worshippers. I’d just have to keep visiting and ask them to bear with it.

Not that the sacred objects were… well, visually, every last one was nothing more than a magnificent sphere. I didn’t even know whether they had wills of their own, or whether they could grow hungry or sulk.

“Please do not concern yourself with that. This is a gathering place of races who, until now, have not even prayed to the Goddess. Then, all at once, buildings tied to gods they had never heard of appeared before them. It would actually be stranger if they accepted them as places of faith right away.”

“So, for now, it’s good enough that they’ve become places of rest?”

“Yes. And besides, you visit every day, Makoto-sama. Thanks to that, worshippers have begun appearing here and there. Many people here already think in ways that accept, fear, and coexist with nature. Their compatibility with the shrine is by no means poor.”

The shrine was both close to the town where everyone lived and not.

Since we traveled by teleportation, our sense of distance was useless as a reference. Traveling normally, it might be like going from Tokyo to Odawara or Hakone. Hmm, actually a little closer. More like the distance to Mount Ōyama in Isehara.

That said, even without cars or trains, the Demiplane had magic. Push yourself, and a day trip was barely possible. Normally, though, it would be a small excursion with an overnight stay somewhere along the way.

Still, the road to the shrine was being paved at a rapid pace, so once it opened fully, I expected day trips would become feasible.

“I see. I guess it’s a good thing some people are starting to pray,” I said.

“Yes. The shrine and temple receive all kinds of visitors regardless of race, while the sanctuary—since we expanded the inlet in that direction—mainly draws the people of the sea. However…”

Ah, right. Coming from the ocean, they could use boats. I should check how much that changes the travel time.

“Wait, is there a problem?”

Honestly, I didn’t want to hear about trouble involving the shrine.

Indifference, or being treated like part of the scenery, is something I could live with. But resistance wouldn’t make me happy.

“It’s not a problem. However, the object of their prayers is…” Tamaki faltered, watching my face.

“Yeah? The object is?”

“It is almost entirely you, Makoto-sama.”

“““Ahh.”””

“Hao?”

My own voice rang out in utter confusion just as Shiki, Mio, and Tomoe all hummed in perfect understanding.

Why would that happen?

And why did the three of you sound like that made sense?
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Each place enshrined a different god—or, as Tamaki put it more precisely, each merely held a mysterious sacred object, the gods themselves and their blessings or wills apparently absent for now. And more to the point, I wasn’t a god, thank you very much.

Also, what was with “hao”?

It was so unexpected that I’d blurted out pure nonsense.

“Pfft… kukuku.”

“My, how wonderful.”

“I see. So that’s how it turns out.”

Tomoe, Mio, and Shiki all wore the same amused look.

Again, why?

Besides, I wasn’t always around, but I did usually stay in the Demiplane. I was just Feudal Lord—someone you could come see and touch.

“In this Demiplane, Makoto-sama must be a living god, or something close to one,” Tamaki explained, entirely serious. “It has been a long time since I last saw a king treated as divine, so I find it quite refreshing. Especially when the person himself has no awareness of being a king, and yet his people regard him as a god.”

“…”

“I do explain the proper manners and mindset to those who come to pray. That said, regarding the sacred objects I mentioned, there is no issue as long as people come to offer their prayers. For now, it is a trivial matter, but if it concerns you that much—”

“It’s not trivial, and it concerns me a lot!”

“But Makoto-sama, are you not the divine king of the Demiplane in truth?”

“That’s the first time anyone’s called me a divine king! Rejected. Absolutely rejected!”

“Oh my…”

“Tamaki, could you explain things properly to them somehow? I’m being dead serious here.”

“If it is your command, Makoto-sama, then naturally I will do what I can.”

“You’re good at explaining things, so please…”

No way. I was hardly some grand figure worthy of prayers at a shrine or temple.

That sort of thing should be reserved for someone whose name lived on in history, at the very least.

Then again, I supposed the modern era had its examples too, such as if someone racked up tremendous achievements in flood control or the like.

What was it called again? Seishi? Worshipping someone while they were still alive?

Either way, both had far too little to do with me. The very idea felt like a ridiculous weight dropping onto my shoulders.

Sorry. Really, I’m sorry.

“When it comes to sharing teachings, I do have a certain degree of skill,” I said. “However…”

“I’m not saying you’re all talk, of course, so don’t worry,” Tamaki said.

“I’m relieved. Next, the matters outside the shrine. How’s that going?”

“Sari and Emma are excellent, so land and sea are wonderfully united. The population has grown quite large, yet I am surprised by how frighteningly few complaints there are among the people of the Demiplane.”

“That really does help.”

“Ah. This isn’t exactly a complaint, but there was one matter I wasn’t quite sure how to judge.” Tamaki said it as though it had just come back to her, and neither her expression nor her tone suggested anything serious.

“What is it?”

“The gorgons asked whether they could use the forest near the shrine for pig grazing.”

“That’s obviously a no,” I answered at once, but the reply seemed to surprise Tamaki.

“Oh? Was it not allowed?”

“Huh? Grazing livestock in shrine or temple woods is bad. Right?”

“Depending on the situation, shrines may keep deer, pheasants, chickens, or horses within their grounds.”

OK, that sounds completely different from grazing. But how does it actually work? If they’re far enough away, is it fine then? Or is every part of the shrine treated as sacred precincts, and off-limits?

“Aren’t those sacred horses, things like that? That seems different to me.”

“If it is not within the precincts and not woodland managed by the shrine or temple, I thought grazing nearby would not be an issue. But if it displeases you, Makoto-sama, I shall refuse them.”

Tamaki really did seem fine either way.

“No, if you don’t mind, then go ahead and use it as one of the grazing areas.”

“Are you certain?”

“The gorgons worked hard to find that candidate site, didn’t they?”

We’d entrusted the gorgons with a great deal of livestock: cows, sheep, and pigs.

“So it seems,” Tamaki answered. “As you know, pigs are omnivorous, so even for grazing, picking a suitable forest is apparently rather difficult.”

I sort of knew pigs were omnivores, but grazing means forests, not grasslands? I guess that makes sense. They don’t just eat grass.

Do they eat nuts, mushrooms, and forest creatures too?

Come to think of it, I’d heard that Iberico pigs were fed acorns.

“Are there a lot of acorns there?” I asked.

“Ufufu. Iberico pigs, Makoto-sama?”

“Huh? No… well. Yeah.”

“Pigs were originally wild boars, so they are truly omnivorous. They do not eat merely acorns but forest nuts, roots, insects, and earthworms. A forest suits grazing them better than a grassland. I also asked the gorgons about grasslands, and they said sheep often have different preferences from one another, which affects how their wool grows. Cattle have their preferred grasses as well, so at this point the question is whether to simply cultivate pasture grasses in the fields to match each animal’s tastes.”

Cultivate… pasture grass?

This was bad. I knew absolutely nothing about that world.

Didn’t grazing just mean turning animals loose in a grassland and letting them eat? And since when did pasture grass come in different varieties?

To be honest, I’d only ever pictured animals eating whatever they found in some field where clover was growing.

“So even something like grazing has them working hard,” I said.

“Ufufu. Of course, while they feel the responsibility, they also seem to be enjoying themselves and giving it their all. I do not think you need to worry, Makoto-sama.”

“That’s good, then. Keep reporting anything you hear that catches your attention.”

“I will. For now, that is all that has caught my attention. Truly, this place is wonderful.”

“Ah, thank y—”

“I can only admire how skillfully Tomoe, Mio, and Shiki have managed things here from the very start.”

“Hm? Skillfully?”

Something about the way Tamaki said it bothered me.

I glanced toward the other three, but none of them cut in.

“Every race here understands that strength stands above all,” Tamaki continued. “On top of that, you provide arenas for combat and recreation, such as the Demiplane rankings, letting minor dissatisfaction resolve itself early and naturally forming a hierarchy with you at its peak, Makoto-sama. There are many other methods of governance worth noting, but all of them suit you remarkably well.”

Skillfully.

Governance.

What was it? Something about what she was saying left me unsettled.

“Mere coincidence,” Tomoe said. “Though I do think the Demiplane rankings turned into fine entertainment, if I say so myself.”

“As a pastime, they are quite amusing, are they not?” Mio added with a smile.

“And it’s only natural that the Demiplane revolves around Young Master, with him at its center,” Shiki added.

Mio was plainly enjoying herself, but Tomoe and Shiki… were they avoiding that word? Governance?

Rather than dig any deeper, Tamaki moved on to the next topic.

“So, there is almost nothing I feel I must especially advise you on. Ah, one final point. It regards the environment more so than the residents.”

I nodded for her to go on.

“I believe that the treatment of beasts should be addressed as soon as possible.”

“Beasts? You mean cows and chickens and the like?”

The residents of the Demiplane did keep animals as livestock. We’d struggled to raise them at one point, but most of those problems should have been resolved by now. I hadn’t just read the reports either; I’d gone to see for myself several times, and that was the impression I’d come away with.

If anything, that sounded like exactly the topic Tamaki had just raised through the gorgons.

“No. I’m referring to wild beasts. Wolves, bears, roc birds, and the like.”

“Deal with them how? There hasn’t been any real friction, has there?”

“Makoto-sama, the Demiplane will only keep developing. After all, this place holds no one but your own people. Eventually, the land they live on will no longer be enough; no matter how vast it is, that day will inevitably come. So rather than letting such beasts roam vast territories as they please, exterminating them in the earliest stages, or folding them in as subjects of your rule, should spare you trouble down the line.”

“…”

“Leave them be, and in time they will invoke your name as the great royal ancestor—or as a god, Makoto-sama—and wield vague promises from the past as shields to stir up disputes with your future subjects. You will one day be regarded as this country’s divine founder. At the very least, vague promises like the present ones, which could be read as granting them an entire forest or an entire mountain range, should be properly renegotiated as soon as possible.”

“I can’t imagine them causing that kind of trouble.”

“Makoto-sama. Please listen carefully. Problems involving native creatures or earlier residents are never resolved by being delayed. One of the simplest fixes is to wipe them out quickly, then look back on history afterward and say, ‘We’re sorry.’ You don’t enjoy complicated problems, Makoto-sama, and this is a clean, simple way to be rid of them. I believe it suits you very well too.”

“Tamaki, you’re crossing the line,” Tomoe interjected, displeasure plain on her face.

“My apologies, Tomoe-san.”

Ugh.

Tamaki’s argument was, well…

But it’s wrong, I thought. Or I wanted to think so.

For one thing, I couldn’t picture the Demiplane ever growing so crowded that it would get to that, and slaughtering them in advance over some future possibility felt like… no. Maybe one part of it was right.

It was certainly best to pluck the buds of a problem before it could bloom.

Even so.

Somehow, it felt as though she were questioning my stance toward nature itself. And on that front, as far as I was concerned, developing every mountain and sea until nothing wild remained was out of the question.

Sure, destroying someone who could no longer talk back and then apologizing later would be easy. No one involved would still be around to argue.

“… Then.”

“…”

“I’ll leave behind a clear statement that they and the places where they live are to be protected and not violated. I’ll make that promise with them, too. It’s true I don’t know what the future holds, but if I state plainly that I never wished for their destruction, the odds of both sides respecting one another should rise, right? How does that sound?”

Besides, this wasn’t a human or hyuman country. Plenty of long-lived races lived here, and that changed everything.

“Of course. That is perfectly acceptable. This is only my personal view, but regardless of the matter at hand, clearly stating your will is something I believe you will come to need, Makoto-sama. Even for some small affair within the Demiplane, treat it as practice.”

“Thanks.”

“My honest view is that the Demiplane is an extraordinary paradise. Yes, almost a utopia.”

“Now you’re exaggerating, Tamaki.”

Tamaki smiled faintly and bowed, and that was that.

A paradise. A utopia.

Tamaki had to know any number of names for places like that. Elysium, Agartha, Eden, Heaven, Tōgenkyō, Hōrai, and plenty more.

So why settle on utopia?

Somehow, even the way she said it, I felt carried meaning.

For one thing, I’d never much liked the word utopia myself. Its origin, what it implied. If I remembered right, it meant something like “a place that exists nowhere,” or “an unrealizable dream.”

Well, anyway.

If we were talking paradise, then as a Japanese person, heaven struck me as the best word.

And if people thought of the Demiplane as something like heaven, that alone would make me happy.

Yeah. Time to switch gears.

“So, the Demiplane’s generally stable, too,” I said.

It was almost as if the heavens themselves were telling me to go to Lorel.

The heavens, mind you. Not the Goddess.

Good. My hesitation is gone.

I was ready.

I’d go to that cramped, dark, unpleasant, and very deep dungeon. And from now on, whenever I visited the shrine, I’d politely explain to anyone I met that it was not a place to worship me.



[image: chapter-03]


Now then—Mizuha, the gateway to the Lorel Union in the east.

Apparently, over eighty percent of all traffic to and from Lorel passed through here. It was the Union’s third-largest city after Naoi and Kannaoi, and it had the strict security to match.

The fact that so much border traffic was concentrated here came down to Lorel’s location. Towering mountain ranges walled off the nation to the west, the north, and a good stretch of the south; peaks that reached into the clouds were apparently nothing unusual there.

According to Sairitsu, mountains and forests filled the rest of the country as well, and despite its broad territory, its plains were scarce.

That part felt a little like Japan.

There was an ocean to the south, but no proper route reaching it; mountains blocked most of the way.

To the west lay Tsige and the Wasteland. As the crow flew, you could call it reasonably close, but adventurers weren’t crows.

To the north, even crossing the mountains only dropped you into the Aion Kingdom’s sphere of influence across the Golden Road.

No wonder Lorel had organized the dragon knight corps and prized the flying dragon units in particular for both strategic and transport purposes.

Say “dragon knight,” and you picture them soaring through the sky. There was a certain romance to it.

In reality (at least this is what I’d heard), units paired with land dragons and water dragons existed too. But since they almost never operated outside the country and only appeared within Lorel, their name recognition dropped off sharply.

Honestly, I hadn’t even known they existed until recently.

Now then, what was this country called Lorel actually like?

Supposedly, it was a den of remnants left by Japanese people who, under the name of sages, had shown no restraint whatsoever. Wait, that sounds weird in Japanese.

I had to admit, I was on edge. Ever since I’d spotted Mizuha in the distance, I hadn’t been able to settle down.

With two reliable attendants at my side, I wasn’t worried about safety. But the air felt… different.

It was the strange thrill of riding the Yamanote Line into Tokyo hunting for subculture and stepping into Akihabara or Ikebukuro for the first time.

Was this a premonition that I was about to plunge my hand into chaos?

“Young Master, the air is different here,” Tomoe said, eyes gleaming as we waited in the customs line to enter Mizuha. “To think we’re finally in Lorel—it stirs my blood!”

“There are so many unfamiliar ingredients in the air as well,” Mio added, her nose twitching. “I hear knowledge from the Japanese has been passed down here. I can’t wait to see it.”

You two have been in high spirits for a while now, haven’t you?

“Honestly, I’m more scared than excited,” I admitted. “I feel like I’m about to see what the Japanese got up to once they were freed from common sense.”

“Should you really be the one saying that, Young Master?”

“If we lined the sages’ achievements up beside yours, Young Master, I suspect yours would be the greatest.”

Greatest in what sense, exactly?

Was I putting myself on too high a shelf?

It wasn’t as if I was trying to spread firearms, like Tomoki, the Hero of the Gritonia Empire.

That apparently wasn’t going well on his end, so I felt safe for now—though I’d heard the princess was developing an unsettling interest in gunpowder.

The empire was, how should I put it? Dark. More than the demons, it felt diseased somehow. I didn’t like it.

As I watched the line move smoothly forward and fielded light jabs from my attendants, Mio drew out a bundle wrapped in bamboo leaves.

“It seems we still have a little wait, so why not have a rice ball, Young Master? It can serve as a taste test as well.”

“You sure? I figured you’d want to eat while we walked around inside.”

“Yes, that’s why.”

For some reason, even Tomoe joined in.

“It’s a warm-up.”

“A warm-up indeed.”

Apparently, this didn’t even count as a snack.

Then Mio unveiled the rice balls, which I was pleased to note looked like ordinary rice balls: white rice formed into triangles and wrapped in seaweed. Not mixed-rice or red-bean rice balls, but the kind with a filling inside.

“I thought it best to begin with the basics and keep the adventuring to a minimum,” Mio explained. “They may not strike you as very unusual, Young Master.”

“No, that’s exactly right, Mio.”

Depending on the filling, a rice ball could turn into a demon or a Buddha.

“Indeed!” Tomoe declared. “Even salted rice balls would have sufficed! Well done, Mio! To eat hand-formed rice under a traveler’s sky; one of my dreams has come true at last!”

Tomoe took the rice ball offered to her with heartfelt delight and brought it to her mouth.

Ah, shouldn’t she ask what’s inside, just in case?

I kept a firm grip on the rice ball Mio had handed me and watched Tomoe, trying not to let my unease show.

“Mio. This is…”

Tomoe’s expression turned indescribable.

Did she do it? Mio, is this a game of Russian roulette!?

“Well? It’s your favorite, is it not, Tomoe-san?” Mio asked.

“A meltingly soft…”

A meltingly soft what? A hit of simmered seaweed paste?

“Persimmon, yes?”

“Yes. Since you like it enough to keep it as a drinking snack.”

Persimmon?! Just because someone likes something doesn’t mean it belongs in there, Mio.

“I do like it,” Tomoe said slowly, “but with rice, it’s far from ideal. I feel as if I’ve lost twice over.”

“So sweet fillings will not do. Persimmon is unsuitable, then,” Mio noted.


[image: 03]

Mio pulled a tiny notebook from inside her clothes and jotted that down.

In that opening (or perhaps because she’d created it?) Tomoe looked at me in silence, her eyes saying something close to, Don’t ask. Eat.

So, we were in this together, huh?

I looked down at Mio’s rice ball, the familiar shape sitting there in my hand…

… and took a bite.

“That courage is what makes you our Young Master!” Tomoe blurted.

“Oh, pickled plum. This one’s a sure thing,” I said, nodding with approval.

“Hey, Mio!”

“What is it, Tomoe-san?” Mio asked with a smile. “I said I was keeping the adventuring to a minimum, didn’t I? I only used favorites and standard fillings.”

I see.

So, if the persimmon was there because it was Tomoe’s favorite, her other rice ball should be safe. I had one more myself, though that nudged the danger level up a notch. Tomoe immediately snatched up her remaining rice ball and bit off nearly half in one go.

“This is salted salmon! Delicious!”

I understood completely.

Now I wanted simmered kombu, or rice mixed with chirimen sanshō. The saltiness of both the rice and the seaweed was spot-on.

At this point, it’s already a huge success.

The only questions left seemed to be how many kinds of fillings to prepare, and which ones.

“These should keep for about ten days, and the flavor seems good too,” Mio said. “As I thought, trying to stretch them to twenty days or a month by adding strange flavors is heresy.”

These last ten days!? These are just ordinary, delicious rice balls.

Let me correct myself. This was a massive success.

Mio was becoming dependable not just as a cook but as a product developer, too.

Maybe because we’d dodged the earliest rush before lining up, the line moved at a good clip. At this rate, we’d reach Mizuha soon. It seemed safe to assume we’d hit no trouble on our way into the country.

“You got the travel papers from Sairitsu, correct?” Tomoe asked.

“Apparently, they’re pretty incredible,” I said with a nod. “She told me they’re a free pass to most places.”

Sairitsu’s work had been flawless; she’d arranged those powerful papers right away. It drove home just how tremendous the Chūgū’s authority was within Lorel.

I drew the travel papers from their pouch. They were shaped like a shogi piece and cast from a dull silver metal—a special alloy, according to Shiki. The ornamental pattern carved around the edge might also serve as an anti-counterfeiting measure.

The text used nostalgic kanji, guaranteeing the holder’s status and adding a request that every region in the country offer the greatest possible convenience for passage.

Even I could tell that this was nothing so weak as a request.

An emblem marked the front as well—a family crest. When I’d asked, I was told it was Sairitsu’s. In other words, the crest of the Kahara family.

The back bore only her name and seal.

When I received it, I’d indirectly asked Sairitsu about Izumo Ikusabe, my student from Lorel. She flashed her usual smile and told me she knew him as “one of many promising talents,” with all of whom she kept up at least some degree of contact.

Thinking it over, I realized Izumo was probably one of Sairitsu’s carefully cultivated prospects.

I’d also gotten the chance to meet my students at the academy before coming here, so I’d questioned Izumo about all sorts of things.

Apparently, he’d been bottling up plenty in his own way, because the conversation turned chaotic enough that no single phrase could sum it up.

So, I went over those points with Sairitsu too, trying to verify everything as best I could.

She readily acknowledged the issues Izumo had raised regarding the Ikusabe and Osakabe families, as well as the circumstances of the Kahara household.

None of it particularly needed hiding. Far from it; when she heard Izumo had spilled all sorts of things to me, she smiled wryly.

Just in case my mentioning it got Izumo punished, I asked Sairitsu not to scold him too harshly.

Sorry, Izumo, if that didn’t take.

That woman was always smiling, and I honestly couldn’t tell whether she meant to forgive someone or show not the slightest mercy.

“—! Aaah!?”

My thoughts were interrupted by some sort of commotion nearby.

It didn’t come from the front of the line, so it probably had nothing to do with the entry inspection.

I switched my Realm to detection and did a sweep of my surroundings. Several dragon knights wheeled in the sky, and another cluster of them gathered on the ground.

“Hm? Land dragon knights?”

The road ran north to south, then bent right just before reaching Mizuha.

So, on the map, that would be the east side.

“What, are they charging this way?” I asked no one in particular.

A cloud of dust rolled toward us.

Up in the sky, the dragon knights looked strangely flustered, too.

“How unpleasant. Kicking up dust at mealtime,” Mio said, plainly displeased.

“What has a land dragon making such a fuss? I would assume the ones here have at least accepted their role of carrying people,” Tomoe remarked.

For all their complaining, Mio and Tomoe showed not the slightest sign of concern.

A few of the adventurers and merchants around us, though, used detection magic or skills to read the dust cloud for what it was: a dragon’s mad dash. The information—and the panic—spread from there, and in no time the area dissolved into chaos too great to stop.

Wow, they sure are fast. I knew land dragons came in four-legged and two-legged types, but I hadn’t realized they could move at this kind of speed.

Thankfully, this time there were only a few; a whole herd would have been a minor disaster.

“The people around us cleared out beautifully,” I noted.

I swear I hadn’t done a thing. It had to be a coincidence. And yet the dragons were charging straight toward us.

“Landbell, Tyrant Lord, and White Gazelle, hm? Middle rank and upper-middle rank, I would say,” Tomoe observed.

“I have no memory of how any of them taste,” Mio said, her eyes sharpening and changing color. “Are they delicious?”

“Who can say? These species are not hunted casually, nor do they dwell in the Wasteland. I’ve never heard a word about their flavor.”

“Mio, don’t start drooling just because they’re rare,” I cut in. “We aren’t eating them, and we aren’t killing them. Those are dragon knights’ mounts, remember?”

By Tomoe’s account, the especially large bipedal one was the Tyrant Lord, the stegosaurus-shaped one was the Landbell, and the shell-covered, triceratops-like creature was the White Gazelle.

All three still carried knights on their backs, yet they’d gone berserk, charging in a frantic rampage without the slightest regard for their riders.

The flying dragons’ warning attacks didn’t seem to register at all. After all, they couldn’t exactly ram the land dragons to stop them.

In other words, they were out of moves.

The real question now was whether these creatures were charging us on purpose or had simply lost their minds.

“Sounds like nothing but berserker screaming to me. Tomoe?” I asked.

“The same to me. To sense my presence and still carry on so disgracefully… they fail as dragons,” Tomoe said.

Harsh words, coming from a Greater Dragon.

“Then I may butcher them, yes?” Mio asked smoothly.

“No,” I said, shutting her down before she could casually secure permission to dismantle them. “No butchering.”

“Uuugh, very well,” Mio sulked.

“Good. Then let’s each stop one. And don’t kill the knights either,” I ordered.

“What fortunate, useless dragons. Thanks to you, Young Master, they shall escape both death and the dinner plate. Although with the Greater Dragon nesting in Lorel already being that, this is honestly the great power least suited to dragon knights.”

“Haa. I’ll just have to hunt down wild ones, then.”

I took the center, with Tomoe to my left and Mio to my right.

Without a word between us, the three of us broke into a run, each moving to face the one directly ahead.

I kind of like this. It feels like we’re moving in perfect sync.

My opponent was the huge bipedal one: the Tyrant Lord.

“Move! I can’t dodge!”

The knight’s words came out rough, but his honesty about not being able to avoid us made me like him a little. Given the emergency, I could easily forgive him for the crude tone.

More than anything, I was impressed he’d managed to yell for us to move while clinging on for dear life to keep from being thrown off.

“Got it!” I shouted, in case he could hear me. “We’ll stop it from this side.”

“Disrespectful.”

“Worthless.”

Tomoe dropped her stance and somehow swept the dragon’s legs out from under it, sword still sheathed.

An absurd display of raw strength, all delivered with a cool expression. With a dull impact, the dragon took the blow, tumbled spectacularly through a plume of dust, and lay there unable to rise.

She might have broken its leg, I realized.

Mio, meanwhile, struck the shell-covered dragon square in the face with her beloved fan still folded shut.

Given the force of its charge, its massive body should have been impossible to stop. Yet it froze, shuddered once from head to tail, then collapsed.

After that, it didn’t move a muscle, but it was alive. Good.

Now only mine remained.

Like when I’d dealt with the Greater Spirit Behemoth, I would catch it with my magic body and calm it—

“!?”

Suddenly, two hyuman figures appeared in front of me.

Their backs were turned to me as they faced the dragon.

What? There was no presence at all. They didn’t trip my kai. They just appeared out of nowhere.

These two…

My vigilance shifted off the dragon’s massive body and locked entirely onto the pair, wrapped head to toe in rags clearly meant to conceal themselves.

“Sorry. That must have been scary.”

“Seriously, how long was that thing planning to run? Land dragons really are nothing but stamina idiots!”

One of them glanced back at me as if in apology; the other complained without taking her eyes off the road ahead.

I sensed no hostility. But still—

“!”

While I was still sizing them up, the one who’d apologized stepped smoothly toward the dragon. And then the giant dragon took off into the air.

Aikido!?

No, it looked that way, but honestly, I had no idea what she’d done. The dragon sailed over us, high and slow, as if caught in slow motion.

Two, no, three arrows struck it in pursuit.

Ah, that one was the other’s doing.

Whether by skill or magic, the arrows melted into the dragon’s body and vanished.

U-um. Is it over?

The mysterious pair approached the knight who’d been riding the now-disabled dragon and murmured something to him. Visibly shaken and trembling, the knight nodded over and over. Then the two vanished as silently as they’d come.

Seriously? Even my kai can’t catch them.

Or maybe I just hadn’t mastered it well enough yet.

Maybe this just means there’s a concealment method I’ve never run into before, and I need to learn how to counter it.

That was probably all there was to it.

When I looked over, Tomoe and Mio were staring just as suspiciously at the spot where the two had disappeared.

※※※



“As you can see, you truly saved us!”

Once we’d been guided away from the inspection line, the three dragon knights bowed their heads to us.

All three had features closer to a Japanese person’s than most hyumans did.

Two were men, one a woman.

The Lorel Union was unusual in this world in that there were more men than women. From what Sairitsu had told me, the way men and women were treated there sounded a lot like Edo-period Japan.

Which meant that for a woman to rank among the dragon knights, the very flower of knighthood, she had to be either extraordinarily capable or from an impressive family. Either way, I didn’t particularly want to get close to her.

The leader of the three turned out to be the knight who’d been riding the Tyrant Lord I was supposed to handle, so in a way the mysterious pair’s sudden intervention had done me a favor. The last thing I wanted was to flaunt too much power and put anyone on guard. And if the knights had resented me for butting in, that would’ve made things awkward too.

“No, I’m just glad no one was hurt,” I replied, softening my tone. “If anything, I’m sorry we stopped them a little roughly.”

“Not at all!” the knight insisted. “To think we dragon knights might have injured a citizen or a guest… Our own scrapes are nothing next to that.”

The other two nodded along, clearly relieved.

“So, what brings you to Lorel? Ah, are you newlyweds on a trip!?” the female knight asked, looking between the three of us with sparkling curiosity.

She seems pretty casual.

“Mm, something like that,” Tomoe answered smoothly.

“You have a fine eye,” Mio added.

They accepted that instantly, didn’t they? My companions, I mean!

“No, we all work at the same company,” I corrected. “As for Lorel, you could call this a preliminary inspection. I was fortunate enough to make the acquaintance of an important person.”

“You’re not married?” the woman asked, tilting her head. “You looked so perfectly in sync, I just assumed.”

“Ayase!” the older male knight snapped. “Don’t go prying into other people’s business!”

“Yes, sir, Squad Leader,” Ayase said, bowing her head without the least trace of real remorse. “My apologies, honored guests.”

The other knight’s scolding did nothing to dampen Tomoe and Mio, who looked thoroughly pleased.

“Do not worry,” Tomoe said. “Her guess was actually not so far off the mark.”

“Indeed,” Mio agreed sweetly. “Next time will surely be our honeymoon, so she was hardly wrong.”

The two male knights gave me looks I couldn’t quite read. Maybe they meant, Is that true? Or maybe, Sorry about our subordinate.

“See! I knew it! Then, if I may be direct, who’s the first—”

“Ayase-san!” the younger knight cut in sharply.

“Tch.”

To the knight who stopped her, the one who looked like the lowest-ranking member of the party, I was deeply grateful.

Somehow, I had a feeling that whatever came next would only drag me into hell.

“Allow me to introduce myself properly,” the leader said, straightening with military precision. “I’m Chūgo Kondō, commander of the First Squad of the Roaring Dragon Unit, Land Dragon Corps!”

Setting aside the fact that the name Chūgo reminded me of a character from a period drama I liked, he’d now introduced himself quite formally.

I’d have been perfectly happy leaving things at, “Maybe we’ll meet again someday.” After all, some relationships ran smoother when you didn’t give your name.

“Also of the First Squad, Ayase Kasuga!” the woman declared.

“Likewise, Tōma Haruyoshi!” the younger man added with a bow.

I glanced toward Tomoe and Mio, and both answered with small nods.

Yes, yes. I understand.

“I’m Raidou, representative of the Kuzunoha Company,” I said.

“I’m his aide, Tomoe.”

“And I’m Mio, also Raidou’s aide.”

“Allow me to confirm one thing, Raidou-dono,” Chūgo said, his expression sharpening. “You’re not mercenaries, are you?”

The word merchant must have bothered him.

Well, we did just pin down a pair of dragons. The two of them did, anyway.

“No, we’re not mercenaries,” I answered. “And, well, I do have travel papers from an important person. They also double as identification.”

“Travel papers? That’s unusual. Is this your first visit to Lorel?”

“Yes. Here, would you like to see them?”

Chūgo nodded, and I handed him the small, shogi-piece-shaped token.

“!”

All three knights’ faces stiffened the instant they saw it.

Is it some special thing that looked incredible even at a glance?

“How does it look?” I asked.

Their faces went red, then blue.

“The Kahara family crest? S-Sairitsu-sama’s…”

“To be acquainted with her? This is…”

“His identity is guaranteed under the name of the Chūgū herself. But could he possibly be… a sage!?”

Is this thing made so that anyone who knows what to look for can tell I’m a sage?

Yeah, that’s exactly what this is, isn’t it?

“Truly, they look just like villains who’ve seen the hollyhock seal case,” Tomoe murmured, delighted enough to put my own thoughts into words for me. “Sairitsu gave you quite the fine item.”

She looked as if one more thing on her bucket list had just come true.

These three weren’t villains, of course, but for them, meeting us for the first time in a situation like this was nothing but bad luck.

Which was why both sides would have been better off never exchanging names.

Watching other people’s misfortune was no fun. Unless it was the Goddess’s.

“Raidou-sama,” Chūgo said, giving my name a renewed formality.

“I’m really not someone who deserves a ‘Sama’…”

“First, please come with us into Mizuha,” he said, posture rigid. “We will guide you.”

“Yes, that was the plan, but having knights guide us is really… The gate’s right there.”

Chūgo was sweating far more than before. Cold sweat, probably. Or nerves.

“Please, at least allow us to accompany you!”

Ah. Now all three of them were bowing deeply.

I felt guilty. Incredibly guilty.

“Well, it’s only for a short while,” Tomoe said lightly. “You may as well let them have their way.”

Besides, we should ask this one about those two. Endure his company a little longer, Young Master, she added through telepathy at the same time.

Skillful as ever. And apparently in a wonderful mood.

“Then, if it’s only for a little bit,” I said.

“Thank you very much!”

Entering the city with three dragon knights in tow would stand out like crazy.

Still, Sairitsu had said I could flash these travel papers and reach Yasokatsui without so much as an inspection, so they were apparently extremely powerful.

The business permit I’d gotten from the demons had also proven far more potent than expected.

Now I’m remembering what I did wrong before.

When I’d had company employees carry that permit into demon villages as traveling merchants, the ones selling goods were apparently the ones who got the warmest welcome.

Villagers would get swept up in the moment and try to slaughter whatever livestock they had left. And there we were, showing up to sell food and medicine to places already short on supplies. What were we even doing?

Completely beside the point, but the forest ogres and gorgons who visited demon territory on our behalf bundled up so heavily that, with a beard and a hat added, they’d have passed for those famous end-of-year figures modeled after a certain saint.

Couldn’t be helped, though. Demon territory was cold.

“Maybe if I’d shown these papers from the start,” I mused, “we wouldn’t have needed to line up at all. We didn’t have to dodge the morning rush either.”

“A little late for that now,” Tomoe said with a laugh. “You seemed lost in thought, Young Master, and the rice balls were delicious. Let’s call it worth our while this time.”

“It’s not as if we waited long,” Mio added with a serene smile. “Occasions like this are pleasant now and then.”

Escorted by the three dragon knights, we stepped up before the official handling entry inspection.

“Next. Your travel papers.”

“I’m Raidou, representative of the Kuzunoha Company. These are my subordinates, Tomoe and Mio.”

I took out the travel papers and showed them to the stern-faced official.

He had black hair.

His skin ran a little darker than what I’d associate with East Asians; more of a sun-browned complexion, perhaps.

Sairitsu’s skin was fairly pale, so maybe that sort of thing came down to occupation.

“Kuzunoha? Going home? No, entering the country?” Suddenly, the official gave a start upon noticing the three dragon knights standing next to us. “Wha—! Chūgo-sama, Ayase-sama, and even Tōma-sama!?”

If we hadn’t been handed formal travel papers and were just told to go however we liked, we probably wouldn’t have come in through Mizuha at all.

Crossing the mountains would have been easier.

Come to think of it, Sairitsu could probably track wherever these papers turned up. In other words, she’d know exactly how we moved through this country.

Not that it was a problem. If she was vouching for our identities, that much was only natural.

If we wanted to do something off the books, we could simply leave the papers out of it.

I’d also braced myself for the possibility of being watched or tailed. Maybe it would be someone from the Iksabe family. Even if I spotted them, I planned to let them be.

I should tell Tomoe and Mio later not to worry about it.

If it came to that, we could even have one of these dragon knights tag along.

The inspection official, meanwhile, grew even tenser upon seeing the dragon knights.

“It seems those papers truly are no ordinary thing,” Tomoe murmured. “That woman was rather generous.”

I just hoped Tomoe wasn’t thinking about playing Mito Kōmon1.

“Of course,” Mio said, smiling faintly. “From that woman’s perspective, this opportunity must be an important stepping-stone toward inviting you, another sage, into this country, Young Master.”

“A sage, hm?” Tomoe mused. “There doesn’t seem to be a single one in this era, but I have a great interest in what they left behind. Surely one or two of them shared Young Master’s tastes.”

“The Kahara crest and the Chūgū’s seal!?” the official cried, his voice cracking as he stared at the papers. “And on top of that, a-a-a-a sage!?”

Why was this happening? Was it because the travel papers had special specifications after all?

The official’s complexion had visibly drained. His gaze darted between Tomoe, Mio, and me, then settled on me as though there’d never been any doubt—and he called me a sage.

Of course, he pinned it on me. It’s got to be because of how I look.

If Mio hadn’t said “sage,” that last stab wouldn’t have landed.

Worse still, his eyes held none of the pity and disappointment I was used to. Instead, they brimmed with awe and reverence.

That hit surprisingly hard.

And now a rag named Makoto Misumi hangs framed in the Lorel Museum.

People were gathering. More and more of them, by the second.

Not just the officials; even the people lined up behind us crowded closer.

Yep. They’ve definitely memorized my face now.

“Haa…”

“Ha ha ha ha! How delightful,” Tomoe laughed openly. “What a grand welcome this is, Young Master!”

“It’s so admirable how they gather of their own accord,” Mio added, then she laughed too.

“Raidou-sama!” The official snapped into a deep bow. “Please, go right through!”

Not a single question. None. And yet we were waved through—with a “Sama” attached, no less.

Sheer momentum was getting me treated like a sage. But did I really fit that neatly into Lorel’s idea of a sage?

Sure, not everyone had a face like my Hero senpais, Hibiki or Tomoki, the kind that made you wonder which world’s version of Japan they’d crawled out of. My type was probably the majority, I figured.

Still, Chūgo and the others nodded along as if this treatment were entirely natural.

“And here are your papers!” The official offered them back with both hands, still bowing deeply.

“Thank you.”

“This is Mizuha, Lorel’s third city!” the official began. “It serves chiefly as the nation’s gateway, and its transportation network to both the central region and the provinces is well developed! From here, I shall personally guide you through the city’s major facilities, arrange lodging, prepare transportation for your departure, and provide any other—!”

No, no, no. Absolutely not.

I wanted nothing of the sort.

Before I could turn him down, Tomoe smoothly cut into the official’s speech.

“We appreciate the offer, but we must decline both the guidance and the arrangements. We’ve come here after a long-awaited chance to spread our wings… no, at the Chūgū's request. Confidential matters are involved, so we can’t accept your hospitality. Besides, the dragon knights already seem fully determined to escort us from here.”

Looking back, I saw that, yes, the three knights had left their mounts at the gate and were now following us on foot.

I’ll ask them to leave once we decide whether to take an inn.

Tomoe’s true feelings had spilled out in full force; she was already planning to spread her wings.

“We’ll tell Sairitsu-sama you were capable officials, faithful to your duties,” Mio added. “So, no hospitality is necessary. Your consideration alone is more than enough.”

Well, Mio at least managed to attach a “sama” to Sairitsu’s name, so that’s good.

Still, Sairitsu’s standing in Lorel seemed far higher than I’d predicted.

The shrine maiden stood at the pinnacle of ceremonial affairs, and the Chūgū (Sairitsu’s role) was supposed to assist with part of those duties. I’d pictured her as someone important on the level of an Imperial Household Agency official.

In other words, I’d assumed she rarely appeared in public and that her authority wasn’t especially strong.

I’d padded that estimate a little just in case, but even then I’d ranked her somewhere around the lower or middle end of the upper class.

Judging by this, though, she was upper-upper class—maybe even one of the tiny topmost layers of the upper crust. A terrifying authority holder.

No matter how much I corrected my estimate, I couldn’t catch up.

There really are things about a country you can’t understand until you visit.

“B-but!”

“Stand down,” Chūgo said firmly. “For now, we of the Roaring Dragon Unit will guide these honored guests. Hurry and notify the relevant offices!”

Apparently, leading a dragon knight squad carried real weight, because the official bowed and stepped back immediately.

“My apologies! Should you ever need us, don’t hesitate to call on our services!”

“Good work,” Chūgo replied, unshaken by the pressure radiating off the official. “We’ll rely on you when the time comes.”

“I appreciate it,” I added, finally slipping back into my usual composure. “Thank you again.”

An indescribable discomfort trailing us, we finally stepped into the city of Mizuha.

Great Power number four, check.

Please let the self-restrained sages cover for whatever the runaway sages got up to.
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“Thank you for your work.”

With that curt dismissal, Sairitsu sent the messenger out of the room.

Sunlight poured through the windows, flooding the orderly chamber: her office in Naoi, the capital of Lorel.

I made arrangements so we could receive them even if they came straight to Naoi, yet they entered through Mizuha, Sairitsu mused. Raidou must have minded the travel papers I gave him and taken the proper route. His contact with the dragon knights, though, turned out rather differently from what I’d planned. A land dragon rampage? That sort of thing happens once a year, if even that…

The travel papers she’d given Raidou were the highest grade in Lorel—powerful enough that, in the right circumstances, they could even secure an audience with the shrine maiden.

On top of that, she’d planted personnel in the major cities to take one look at Raidou and spread word that he was a sage.

In other words, whether the Kuzunoha Company opened negotiations somewhere or Raidou and his companions acted privately, Sairitsu had already created an environment in which no one in the country would treat them carelessly.

Through the Chūgū’s authority, she could have travel papers issued within the day if she wished.

What she’d wanted time for was the preparation to entertain Raidou from the shadows.

She had, of course, arranged proper opportunities for contact with the dragon knight corps, one of the nation’s main forces. But with the Land Dragon Corps, it seemed an irregularity had cropped up.

The other corps would surely complain, of course, but Sairitsu could smother easily if she pleased.

In that case, he may skip Naoi this time. I should allow for the possibility that he takes the shortest route: Mizuha to Kannaoi, then Kannaoi to Yasokatsui. The effects of that would be…

In truth, drawing the Kuzunoha Company into Lorel was a tremendous opportunity for Sairitsu. But she understood just as well that she couldn’t afford to grow impatient here.

Limia and Gritonia had both courted him, yet neither had strengthened relations in any meaningful way. If she put the nation, or herself, at the forefront and entertained Raidou directly, she knew she’d likely end up no better off than those two.

So, this time, she’d decided to let the people do it for her.

No one knew how to treat a sage better than Lorel, and arranging for Raidou to be treated that way would be no trouble at all.

If the local lords investigated the Kuzunoha Company and Raidou themselves, nine times out of ten, they’d judge him a sage.

She knew, because she’d reached that conclusion herself. So Sairitsu had folded the lords’ likely actions and conclusions into her calculations.

And beyond that, she thought, this is also a perfect opportunity to draw Picnic Rose Garden out into the open. A mercenary company with a near-legendary reputation, yet few ties to the government. If they show themselves, we can measure their true strength. And should things sour between them and the Kuzunoha Company, they won’t escape unscathed either.

Picnic Rose Garden enjoyed something close to religious devotion from the common people, and their skills were said to be first-rate.

Sairitsu didn’t doubt that.

Yet for all that name value, they had never submitted to the nation the way the dragon knights had.

To someone as influential as Sairitsu, that made them less than amusing.

An unknown military force beyond her control carried its own measure of danger, and their headquarters standing near Kannaoi was a constant nuisance besides.

Until now, they’d kept quietly to the labyrinth, so she’d left them alone. But now that she held the card named Raidou, Sairitsu had decided to make a move, partly as a test.

There was one more thing.

Kannaoi’s malignant tumor, the Osakabe family. Their feud with the Ikusabe family was starting to drag other houses into it. Sairitsu figured it was about time they stopped being a prestigious house in both name and substance and dwindled into an old family with nothing but its name left. The Ikusabe family was far more convenient to use, after all.

Put plainly, although this certainly wasn’t Sairitsu’s doing, relations between Naoi and Kannaoi were poor at the moment.

As she saw it, Naoi could serve as the political center while Kannaoi guarded history and tradition.

That division of roles, she believed, would be enough.

Which of the two stood at the nation’s true center hardly mattered, and she saw no reason to spell it out.

Annoyingly, the feud between the Ikusabe, who had risen to power in Naoi, and the Osakabe, who had long held sway in Kannaoi through their ties to the labyrinth, had grown more open by the day, spilling into even that trivial question.

For anyone with a hand in Lorel’s politics, it was a constant headache.

The Osakabe built their power and wealth by protecting the country from the labyrinth and probing its depths. So, what would happen if a newcomer like Raidou stumbled onto the legend of the twentieth floor without breaking a sweat?

Several outcomes played out in Sairitsu’s mind.

This time, he seems to have his attendants riding the brakes, but it shouldn’t turn too far against us. At worst, the moment he leaves even one opening, we move as well and shave away their strength. It would also prove to the Ikusabe, as their main house, that I’m willing to cooperate. For now, the only miscalculation is Izumo Ikusabe. I sent three of the Ikusabes to Rotsgard to broaden their horizons and grow stronger, yet the most promising of them is the one who became tangled up with Raidou. However useful he grows, if it earns Raidou’s displeasure, it defeats the purpose. The other two are lesser pieces, but I may need to consider promoting them in his place.

Of the three Ikusabe that Sairitsu sent to the Academy City, Izumo was the one she watched most closely. However, she maintained equal contact with all of them and never showed any outward favoritism.

That held even after she learned that Izumo had happened upon Raidou’s lectures, and even after he grew skilled enough to become, beyond a doubt, the finest piece among her future direct subordinates.

I was advancing a plan to have the Ikusabe swallow the weakened Osakabe, forge a grand new house, and seat Izumo at its head. As for the name, Okusobe, perhaps? No, that doesn’t sit right. When the time comes, it would be safest to have a shrine maiden name it again.

As a first step, Sairitsu had already arranged several fiancées for Izumo.

A few of the princesses had nothing to do with the plan, but among them, she had slipped in an influential daughter of the Osakabe family.

With Sairitsu, the celebrated Chūgū of the age, acting as matchmaker, refusing the match would be all but impossible for either side.

In other words, Izumo already had several wives effectively promised to him.

There may yet be surprises with Izumo, but even so, given how I’m involved this time, neither the Kuzunoha Company nor Raidou should cost me anything. The only headache is that I still can’t predict how far things will swing in my favor.

Sairitsu gave a slight shrug.

She was tense from having invited a powerful medicine—or perhaps a dangerous drug—into her country, yet on the whole she seemed to be enjoying herself.

With countless hidden intentions quietly piled on his back, Raidou began his strange journey through Lorel in search of a mercenary company buried beneath the earth.



[image: chapter-04]


Northern Lorel.

A chain of rugged mountain ranges where hyumans rarely set foot.

Apart from a handful of settlements where demi-humans lived self-sufficiently, the land stretched on as a harsh succession of volcanic peaks and deep valleys wedged between them.

It lay within the territory of the Lorel Union, yet development had never reached it.

In that sense, it resembled the forests and mountains that covered so much of Japan and yet remained largely untouched.

Amid that vast wilderness, someone had come to visit one of the volcanoes.

He had a small body swollen with muscle and a bristling beard that sprouted beneath his jaw.

It was Beren of the old dwarven race, the elder dwarves.

“Well, if it isn’t Beren!” a dwarven man called out. “Been a while. What, thirty years?”

“Aye,” Beren answered. “Got nostalgic, so I dropped by. This place hasn’t changed much since I last saw it.”

He had returned to a dwarven village he’d once visited long ago.

“What’s going to change in a few measly decades?” the man snorted. “Same as ever, us and the mountain both. Though I don’t know how it looks to a wanderer like you, drifting from place to place.”

“Suppose that’s true.” Beren’s gaze grew distant as he took in the scenery. “That’s exactly why it feels nostalgic…”

The view before him was unchanged, exactly as his memory had kept it.

Elder or otherwise, no matter where their particular people made their homes, several decades were no more than a brief span to dwarves. And yet this unexpected visitor spoke of nostalgia.

The dwarf who’d come to greet him studied Beren with a suspicious look.

“Something happen to you?” he asked. “Talk. I’ll listen.”

“We’ve got something easier to understand than words, haven’t we? Here.”

“Hey, don’t just throw—what is this?” the other dwarf asked as Beren tossed over a cloth-wrapped bundle that was much too large to be souvenir liquor.

The man caught it and peeled back the cloth to reveal a small axe, roughly three feet from haft to blade.

Inspecting it, he found Beren’s name carved into the metal.

It bore little ornamentation, and that very restraint was pure Beren. There was no mistaking it for anything but one of his works.

What stunned the man, though, was the sheer quality of the axe itself.

“That’s one of the things I made recently,” Beren explained.

“I don’t believe it,” the man whispered. “No, I can’t believe it, but… I see your habits in it. Something this tremendous, and you made it. Incredible. Truly incredible. But when did you—? It’s only been a few decades.”

“I had an encounter. I want to talk it through properly, with the chief there too, about what happened after I left this place. About where I finally settled down, and about that encounter.”

“R-right! Come on, then. Honestly, you showed up out of nowhere the first time, and now you come back just as suddenly. That’s just how you are, isn’t it? And on top of that, you’ve turned into a smith who can forge a ridiculous masterpiece like this! You’d better tell us everything!”

Bright and clearly delighted, the man led Beren into the village. As he followed, Beren glanced behind him.

This place really hasn’t changed at all, he thought. Not so long ago, that would’ve felt perfectly normal to me too, but now I can hardly believe it. I was attacked by spiders, met Tomoe-sama and Young Master, and it’s still only been a few years. Just a handful of years.

Of the several decades his fellow dwarf had mentioned, Beren’s true transformation had begun only within the last few years.

Years in which he could feel his own skill visibly sharpening, day by day. And that progress showed no signs of slowing.

Exchange with other races. The knowledge of Tomoe, Mio, and Shiki. And beyond that, the countless unknown techniques brought by Makoto, king of the Demiplane.

For Beren, indeed for all the elder dwarves, this was a time to absorb everything they could, push on through trial and error, and devote themselves fully to growth.

The residents of the Demiplane were all growing at a rapid pace that almost rivaled that of hyumans.

Of course, life here would someday throw up walls, and once it did, new troubles would surely follow one after another. But that still lay ahead.

For now, the experience they’d steadily accumulated over long years was bearing fruit, one piece at a time. Such was the joy the dwarves of the Demiplane were tasting now.

For a craftsman race, no greater happiness existed.

It isn’t just weapons and armor. If I show them ceramics or those miniature heavy machines, what kind of faces will they make? And then what will they want next? Young Master warned me to be very careful not to recruit in a way that weakens Lorel’s national power, but only a small portion of the dwarves in Lorel have anything to do with hyumans. If they’re from places unrelated to them, surely I can recruit as many as I like.

If he found skilled craftsmen, Beren meant to invite them to the Demiplane.

Among the dwarves living in Lorel Union, fewer than half had any meaningful exchange or cooperation with hyumans.

As a race whose craftsmanship surpassed that of hyumans, dwarves suffered little discrimination among demi-humans and coexisted with hyumans well enough. But the need to procure raw materials often drove them to build their villages and settlements in remote areas. For those whose villages lay in rugged mountain ranges, having no interaction with hyumans at all was hardly rare.

The Demiplane was always short on manpower.

More than that, Beren wanted to share the happiness he was tasting now with as many of his kin as possible.

Tomoe-sama must have foreseen that as well, which is why she ordered me to act on my own at first. She also said it was an iron rule to enter the country separately, gather information, and meet at the inn afterward. There must be some deep meaning behind it. She even told me I could go alone without bringing any forest ogres, so I must do work worthy of an elder dwarf!

On Tomoe’s orders to act separately, Beren entered Lorel by crossing the mountains, while Makoto and the others took the proper route in from the east.

To be clear, this was not an approved entry.

Or rather, to the north and west, where mountain ranges cut the country off, the Lorel Union used those mountains and the rugged stretches beyond them as natural shields. It maintained nothing resembling permanent border security there, and no checkpoints existed either.

The dragon knights’ flying units patrolled periodically, but the area was simply too vast.

In practical terms, people came and went freely.

That said, the unspoken requirement was that they be capable of crossing treacherous mountain ranges, surviving on their own for days, and cutting down monsters along the way.

The dragon knight corps boasted a high level of scouting ability, too, so in practice, it was hardly a viable way into the country.

“Here we are,” the dwarven man said. “Welcome back, Beren! Stay as long as you like!”

Despite having crossed the mountains alone and reached the volcano he sought from that harsh range, Beren entered the dwarven village without the slightest sign of fatigue.

The ring of hammers and the heat of the forge-fire carried through the air and into his body. It was an indescribably pleasant sensation, and Beren’s smile deepened.

“Our chief seems well, too,” he remarked.

The clang of smithing overlapped from several places at once. Beren gave a wry smile, perhaps having picked out some distinctive trait from one of them.

Even in the elder dwarf village of the Wasteland, the chief took the lead in throwing himself into the forge.

Lifelong work, with age no bar to one’s devotion to the craft: perhaps that was simply the nature of dwarves, Beren thought.

And he wondered whether he, too, would grow ever more captivated by the forge from here on.

Half of that wry smile was aimed at himself.
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“By the way, Beren,” his companion said. “That’s quite the load you’re carrying. There’s alcohol in there, too, right? The earth spirits were kicking up a fuss about a stranger they’d never seen coming, but I never thought it’d be a dwarf hauling luggage.”

“Of course. Can’t promise much in quantity, but you can count on the quality.”

It’s special stuff you can’t get anywhere but the Demiplane, after all.

With several times his own body weight strapped to his back, Beren looked from a distance less like a person carrying luggage than like a pile of luggage walking on its own.

Word had reached the village that something unknown was approaching, so the man—who also served as one of the village’s warriors—armed himself and went out to meet it, only to find Beren, an old acquaintance, waving casually at him.

“Now that I’m looking forward to!” he said, his grin widening. “This axe alone would’ve been souvenir enough, and now you’re raising my hopes even higher!”

“That one’s my work. Its name is Yamatachi. Mountain Cleaver. Someday I’m sure you’ll learn to use it properly.”

It was a weapon Beren took pride in, one that truly held the latent potential to split a mountain in two. Provided, of course, that its wielder had the skill to match.

Dwarves poured heart and soul into superior weapons, armor, and tools; that much was beyond question. But what each craftsman valued differed from one to the next.

Some forged weapons that performed at their fullest, no matter who wielded them. Others preferred to bind weapon and user together, crafting pieces tailored to a single individual. And some cared only about drawing out a weapon’s highest possible performance, without the slightest thought for its wielder.

Beren belonged to the former group, favoring weapons whose true value only a wielder of worthy skill could unlock.

Even so many years later, his friend remembered that about him.

“Yamatachi, huh? You’ve even gotten the hang of the Sage’s Script. Can’t underestimate you.”

“See it every day, and you get used to it, that’s all,” Beren said with a rough laugh. “I’m still no good at using my head.”

“That’s a relief. Now, I’ll take you to the stubborn old geezer—I mean the chief. Don’t vanish on me, Beren. Stay right there, you hear? Once I’ve told him, I’ll round up the others and come right back. You’re telling us everything tonight!”

“Thanks. See you in a bit.”

Beren followed the man who’d guided him into an impressive workshop.

The last time he’d visited and exchanged greetings here, he’d been so nervous he'd shrunk in on himself. Now, strangely, he felt calm.

Still wearing a gentle smile, Beren met the village chief’s gaze as the old dwarf turned around.
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That night, in honor of Beren’s return, the dwarven village halfway up the volcano held a modest banquet. But Beren and the village chief slipped away early.

It was the collection of items Beren had shown the chief during his greeting that drew them off.

Now, in a separate room lit by lamps, the two sat talking quietly over drinks.

It was a very different scene from the banquet hall, where boisterous crowds of dwarves were hoisting barrels and drinking straight from them.

“To think you settled in the Wasteland,” the village chief said, his voice deep with feeling.

“That’s where I ended up after wandering,” Beren replied. “After I left here, I roamed a long time, settled for a while in a town called Tsige, then headed out into the Wasteland. Less for smithing training and more because I wanted to hunt for the incredible number of weapons said to sleep in that land.”

“Mm. Several demonic beings there hoard treasure, and beyond those, plenty of weapons and armor must lie buried as grave markers for powerful adventurers. As I recall, you always preferred weapons.”

“Yes. And the deeper I went, the more I found. Until I stumbled on a village of elder dwarves.”

“And came to realize the blood within you,” the chief said, stroking his beard. “I always thought there was something different about your stock, but even I never guessed you were an elder dwarf.”

“Neither did I,” Beren admitted with a faint smile.

Beren’s situation differed a little from that of a pure-born elder dwarf. In his case, it was more accurate to call him an atavism—a throwback to an ancestral bloodline.

“And on top of that, you faced that Black Spider alone and lived,” the chief said. “You’re a dwarven hero, lad.”

“If anything, I was the princess,” Beren said dryly. “The princess who got rescued. If Tomoe-sama and Young Master hadn’t been there, I’d have been eaten for certain.”

“That’s exactly what concerns me first.”

“What do you mean?”

“That ‘Young Master’ of yours. From all you’ve told me, he is undoubtedly a sage—someone who forces the impossible through and bends reason around himself. A textbook case, and a top-class one at that.”

“He himself denies it, but that may well be the truth.”

“Only around Lorel do folk use the word ‘sage.’ In essence, it’s merely a name, not a claim that they’re literally wise. If I had to define it, I would call them ‘those who know rare things.’ And a distaste for overly formal titles is another mark of the sages.”

Beren smiled wryly at the village chief’s words. Indeed, his master, Makoto, fit the traits of the sages passed down in Lorel.

He was no wise man, yet he sometimes knew strangely specialized things. He didn’t grasp the basics of daily life, architecture, or smithing, and still, he could speak of advanced applications that lay far beyond them.

Makoto was that kind of mysterious existence: the kind who knew rare things.

“Among the things you brought was a vessel made of earth,” the chief went on. “Pottery, was it?”

“Yes.”

“In truth, long ago, our village apparently had something similar.”

“What?”

“It was called pottery as well. Hm, or was it dōki? No matter. They say this, too, was knowledge a sage brought to the village.”

Beren tilted his head at the mention of pottery.

“Yet I recall seeing nothing of the sort when I first visited this place.”

“By then it had already fallen into disuse,” the chief explained. “Long ago, the earth shook, and the rains went on for days. The river changed its course entirely. Many of the craftsmen who had devoted themselves to pottery died, and afterward the technique was passed down only vaguely, until at last it was lost.”

“I had no idea…”

“It was long, long ago, around the time the Lorel Union formed. The word ‘sage’ didn’t yet exist. Back then, I believe they were called ‘rare visitors.’”

“That far back! But how do you know that person came to this village and passed on such unusual techniques?”

“Because he used the Sage’s Script. And because he was extraordinarily short-lived. It’s only an inference, but he was most likely a sage.”

“Short-lived? How short?”

That fact gnawed at Beren. Makoto, too, was most likely a sage: someone from another world. Which meant his lifespan should be much the same.

Beren couldn’t yet imagine his death, but he wouldn’t live forever.

“He lived in this village for a little over eighty years. Truth be told, the records are vague, but it seems he died at roughly a hundred. Just like a hyuman.”

“Yes,” Beren sighed, his face twisting bitterly.

Too short.

Far too short.

A cold despair settled deep in his gut.

“That man seems to have been the only sage ever to have lived in this village,” the chief said quietly, “and yet he left so much behind. I can understand why the hyumans who founded Lorel sought to shelter them. It was likely the right thing to do.”

“So, the sages get protection and a stable life in return. Sounds like a good arrangement.”

“It’s not simply a matter of profit and loss,” the chief said, gazing steadily at Beren. “If you stand beside someone who seems to be a sage, you should understand that much. Sages repay kindness with all their strength, and when met with cruelty, they weep and depart. Some took up weapons, some walked dark paths, but many were gentle by nature. Too gentle, perhaps. Hence why the hyumans revere them—and so do we dwarves.”

“Too gentle.”

“I’ve heard that even with enemies they beat in war, they would forgive where they could, spare lives, and grant a chance to begin again.”

“I see. A kindness so fragile it has to be sheltered, or it will vanish. Like a delicate flower.”

If that was the measure, Beren thought, it did not fit Makoto. The king of the Demiplane was certainly kind and good-natured, too. But his power was overwhelming enough to command Greater Dragons and spiders alike.

He was not something one could simply reach out and pluck.

To Beren, Makoto seemed to hold more than enough ferocity and cold-heartedness for his enemies.

“Well, not every flower can be plucked so easily,” the village chief said, stroking his beard. “Sages are all strong, more or less. Their potential runs so deep that even our weapons cannot always keep pace.”

“Lately, there have been rumors that the Heroes are sages as well,” Beren said.

The village chief nodded deeply at that.

“Aye, so it seems. I hear the Hero of Limia came to this country and revealed to the Chūgū herself that she hailed from another world. So she, too, is a sage. The shrine maiden took to her and now travels at her side, so this is likely true.”

“You knew about that?”

“We deal with dwarves who go out into the towns. The sage of this very village, once his hair had turned white, took up that dragon-slaying sword over there, Aincaliff, and perished slaying a dragon in mutual combat. The Hero must be suitably strong as well.”

“I see. Still, to slay a dragon in old age… The sage of this village must have been quite extraordinary.”

“Records can be imprecise, but they say he was ninety-six. Given a hyuman’s lifespan, that means he hunted a dragon on the verge of death. When flying dragons attacked the village, he supposedly seized every weapon at hand, switching from one to the next as he fought alongside the village warriors.”

Makoto might do the same, Beren thought. If anything ever threatened the Demiplane, he too would risk his life without a second thought. And that, Beren realized—although Makoto himself would probably deny it—was probably the highest form of trust a people could have in their ruler.

“And in the end, he raced on through the sky, hunted down the entire flock of dragons, and died,” the chief finished quietly.

Had it been mutual destruction, or simply the natural end of his life? Beren suspected the latter was the truth.

Would a man like Makoto really fall to nothing more than a flock of flying dragons?

Even Hibiki, the Hero of Limia, would likely grow capable of subjugating a flock of flying dragons once she gained enough experience.

“That is a magnificent tale,” Beren said, lowering his gaze. “And to devote himself so fully to another race? He must have been a man worthy of praise.”

“Even if the tale is somewhat embellished, it is impressive, isn’t it? When someone has done so much for us, we must repay them. Hence why many of his wise words live on in this village even now. Though we lost the technique for making this thing called pottery…” The chief ran a hand over the cup before him. “Originally, we were a strange clan even among Dwarves, preferring deep mountain lands and dedicating our lives to the forge. It may sound odd coming from me, but we were stubborn to the bone and deeply insular. Outsiders were turned away at the gate. That was our way back then.”

“But I was one of your own, and I remember being welcomed rather warmly!”

“Listen to the end,” the chief grumbled, though without any real anger. “That was one of the things his words changed. When he taught us to knead earth and make vessels, he gave many examples and left behind admonitions and sayings. Among the words of his that still remain here is one called kyakudo.”

“Kyakudo?”

“Mm. As it’s come down to us, it means foreign soil carried from upstream by the river. Soil that enriches this land and brings change.”

“I see. Soil carried from elsewhere… Change. Hm.”

“From there, the meaning shifted. Outsiders came to be called ‘guest soil,’ and he taught that we should treat them as such; not reject them merely for coming from outside, but accept them and help one another, changing and reaping richer harvests together.”

“So that’s why I was accepted as guest soil too.”

“I only wished to say that his spirit still lives in the village. And Beren…” The chief picked up the pottery Beren had brought. As he gazed at the beautifully finished earthen vessel, his eyes were as gentle as a parent’s upon a child. “You brought this. Pottery, the lost art.”

“I wasn’t trying to repay a debt. Embarrassing as it is, this was nothing more than a coincidence.”

“That’s fine. That, too, is Iori’s teaching itself. That you forged weapons of this caliber, learned pottery, and brought the mechanisms for these machines called heavy equipment… all of it is the harvest born from exchanges made long ago. I never imagined that before I died, my heart would pound with such joyous surprise.”

“Chief…”

The old man’s grateful gaze, once that of a strict and merciless master, left Beren deeply uncomfortable.

It wasn’t simply that age had rounded his edges. The chief was directing pure gratitude toward him.

Back in his training days, Beren had been punched, kicked, and had his hair and beard set alight by that demon of a master. He could hardly believe the demon and the village chief before him were the same person.

“Tell me your business, Beren,” the chief said, setting down his cup. “Not as a former apprentice, but as a messenger of the one you now serve, this Makoto-sama. Let’s speak properly. Those items are far too many and too precious to haul across the northern mountains just to show them off. That range is no gentle place.”

“Thank you.”

The old man Beren, whom he had once revered as his master, had just declared he would treat his former apprentice as an equal.

Beren had shown his tools to Makoto, Tomoe, and the others back in the Demiplane, but this swelled his chest with a different kind of joy.

Northern Lorel.

Beren the Windmill began to move.

※※※



The outskirts of Kannaoi.

Numerous villages dotted the land around this city, the second greatest in Lorel, each hoping to share in its benefits.

They merely sat near a major city, but that was no small thing.

Many roads carried travelers through, and trade moved more briskly than in other regions.

The sheer number of adventurers and mercenaries was also higher, which made it easier to post requests.

More people coming and going brought their own disadvantages, of course, but to those who struggled even to protect themselves, such issues were minor.

Villages collapsed, new ones sprang up, and through that endless churn, Kannaoi was never short of neighboring villages.

“This place is peaceful.”

“The last village was bleeding people so badly it felt like it might disappear soon. This one’s a little better off geographically, so maybe that’s only natural.”

A satoyama woodland rose at its back, fields spread outward, and livestock dotted the landscape here and there.

Looking down on a wealthier-than-average village, the pair carried on their conversation.

A small, brown-skinned girl sat neatly on the shoulder of a massive man who stood over six feet tall.

An arach and a forest ogre, the two were acting on orders from Tomoe, one of Makoto’s closest aides, gathering information before joining the Kuzunoha Company expedition. Like Beren, they’d entered Lorel from a different direction than Makoto. And like Beren, they’d entered illegally.

“I do not understand,” the giant said, his speech slightly stiff. “Why are they content to live so servilely by such means? Do they not wish to proudly test their strength in Kannaoi? The slight improvement in security and distribution they scrape from that city is hardly…”

His name was Hokuto.

Makoto, the one he called Young Master, had given it to him.

He wore clothing modeled after a yamabushi, or perhaps a tengu, complete with a yuigesa stole, suzukake vestments, and kyahan leggings, though he lacked the cap and collar.

In his right hand, he gripped an iron club, the sort one might imagine in the grip of an oni from a tale of hell.

No matter who looked at it, it was neither a traveler’s walking stick nor a monk’s defensive staff. It was a blunt weapon through and through; a clean, honest kanabō.

The girl facing him made childish gestures, yet every now and then a fearless smile rose to her lips. And despite her appearance, the way she spoke with Hokuto as an equal made it clear that she was no ordinary young girl.

She wore Japanese-style clothing reminiscent of nobakama field trousers. She had sharp, slightly headstrong eyes and a well-proportioned face. Yet despite her bright, striking looks, her clothes were brown and black—quiet, plain, subdued.

“If they want to make a living in Kannaoi, they have to establish themselves as adventurers, merchants, or craftsmen,” the girl said lightly from her perch. “That’s a pretty harsh bar for peasants and hunters at the bottom.”

“Judging from Young Master’s knowledge, even farmers and hunters should have diligence and manual skill enough to make all manner of traditional crafts as side work. They seem like they could manage as craftsmen well enough.”

“That’s about farmers in Japan, right? Even if some of that knowledge flowed in here, this is still the Lorel Union.”

“The sages, then,” Hokuto murmured. “In truth, after hearing Young Master speak of them, I had hoped for somewhat more. But it seems few things are more interesting than what lies in that man’s memories.”

The woman in the form of a little girl answered the giant’s faint disappointment with a breezy tone.

“Our Young Master is probably a special case. Besides, I found plenty worth reporting to Tomoe-sama and the others: crop varieties, cooking methods, festival culture, that kind of thing.”

“The weapons and martial arts said to have been passed down by the sages, along with their special magic and the like, haven’t survived nearly as well,” Hokuto said, his shoulders sinking. “Haa. When will I ever learn to use ninjutsu?”

“This is only my intuition,” the girl said, giving him a sidelong look, “but pairing me with you this time—and giving Beren the nickname ‘Windmill’—feels like a sign you’re supposed to give up on that route.”

“Shii, are you telling me I can’t use ninjutsu?”

The woman called Shii shrugged.

“Most likely, Tomoe-sama expects hand-to-hand combat or thread techniques from you. Shinobi work suits forest ogres or winged folk like us better, honestly.”

However much this giant man admired and aspired to become a shinobi, anyone looking at him now would peg him as a martial artist. Even someone who knew about ninja would struggle to connect Hokuto with the image.

That said, he wielded a surprisingly deft skill with threads. If he showed that off, perhaps a few might take him for a ninja after all.

“… Muu.”

“Ah, Hokuto-chi,” Shii said suddenly, pointing ahead. “We’ve got guests.”

Where she pointed, monsters were emerging from the satoyama woods and advancing on the village in scattered groups.

By coincidence, Shii and Hokuto stood between the village and the wooded hillside.

“Again?” Hokuto muttered. “They say monsters are spilling out of the labyrinth, but they’re remarkably active.”

“Yeah. Since we came to Lorel, this is already… what number was it again?”

“I stopped counting after twenty. Stopped counting ruined villages around then, too.”

“Impressive. I stopped caring after the third one.”

“The result’s the same. We owe this village nothing, but I suppose this is what they call stray sparks falling on us.”

“If those Picnic-something mercenaries were here, we’d have had an easier time.”

“They won’t just pop up whenever we need them. Still, their fighting was magnificent. Worth reporting to Young Master and the others for its own sake. As a mercenary company, their skill is undeniable.”

Hokuto thought back to the mercenary company they’d run into earlier.

On their travels, monster attacks like this—creatures spilling out of the labyrinth—had happened too many times to count. Only once, though, had the two watched the mercenary company called Picnic Rose Garden drive them back.

“And then there were those mysterious adventurers, too,” Shii added.

“Those two. Yes. They were certainly impressive.”

“A different group, probably, but both of them live in the labyrinth. I guess your living environment really does matter.”

“That is precisely something we have experienced firsthand, is it not?”

“Ooh. True.”

Once, the two had also watched a pair of adventurers cut down a group of monsters on their own.

They’d traded only a few words at the scene, but those two had said they were based in the labyrinth as well.

They kept their faces hidden beneath ragged cloth, but once they learned Shii and Hokuto had come from another country, their wariness eased a little. Apparently, they had been hoping to avoid standing out in Lorel.

Either way, both Shii and Hokuto had gathered a fair amount of information, enough that they figured they could give Makoto and the others a reasonably useful report on the labyrinth.

Hokuto had expected to see more ancient Japanese martial arts and ninjutsu, though, so he was a touch disappointed.

“Now then.” Hokuto rolled his shoulders. “Mio-sama ordered us to enter Kannaoi ahead of the others and secure lodging. We cannot spend much time here, Shii.”

“Okay. I’ll help out, then.”

Shii hopped down from Hokuto’s shoulder.

Ahead of them, a boar-like monster bristling with quills like a hedgehog and a large, hideous ape that looked as though the name hihi would suit it perfectly advanced with clubs and spears, spilling killing intent.

Without a trace of fear, Shii walked straight toward the horde.

“You forgot something, Shii,” Hokuto said curtly, tossing her the iron club in his hand.

When listing Hokuto’s specialties, Shii had mentioned hand-to-hand combat and thread techniques, but not a single word about martial arts with blunt weapons.

She caught the iron club tossed toward her behind her back, one-handed, light as anything.

Indeed, that was the small forest ogre woman’s weapon.

“Mmm, this really does feel right. Elder dwarves are the best!” Shii grinned, settling the weapon into her hand.

“Charge in and rampage to your heart’s content. Anything you miss, I’ll slice apart.”

“Roger!”

No one had asked them to help, and they weren’t acting out of concern for the village. Even so, a dozen-odd minutes later, they’d saved a single village.

Afterward, Flying Spider Hokuto and Young Lady forest ogre Shii set out for Kannaoi.

※※※



Apparently, Mizuha sat in a region where the Land Dragon Corps held especially strong influence among the three divisions of dragon knights.

Our Kuzunoha Company party slipped into Mizuha, and thus Lorel itself, without issue, even with three dragon knights escorting us the whole way.

First, we headed for the merchant guild, figuring we’d pick up some basic information about the area. Instead, the captain of the Land Dragon Corps and his elite subordinates were there to greet us.

The captain alone, it seemed, had known about our entry in advance. His subordinates knew nothing—the mysterious tension radiating from their captain these past few days had weighed heavily on them.

From the incident near the city and the travel papers we’d used, the captain had learned our identity.

He lined his people up and waited on the main street we were all but certain to pass through. The instant he spotted us, he dropped to one knee.

There goes incognito. Completely crushed.

After introducing myself, I made small talk (foolishly, perhaps) by asking whether all the dragons were resting somewhere.

No, maybe that’s not it.

The captain had probably simulated today’s events in painstaking detail, conversation patterns and all.

In that case, the moment I raised any topic at all, he’d likely already prepared a way to steer it toward interaction with them.

If so, anything I did there was pointless. No use overthinking it.

As it turned out, Mizuha boasted what was effectively the headquarters of the Land Dragon Corps.

The captain eagerly offered to show us the corps’ barracks and dragon stables. To the city’s children or an ordinary traveler from abroad, the offer would surely have been a thrill.

“Lorel and dragon knights; the connection I understand well enough,” Tomoe muttered, her face going distinctly sour as the presence of dragons swelled with every step toward our destination. “But to be dragged somewhere reeking of them this quickly…”

In other words, Tomoe had seen enough dragons in her life to care exactly zero about seeing more.

“For the Chūgū herself to order me to receive someone with the utmost courtesy? That’s a first since I became a dragon knight,” Captain Ryōma said, glancing briefly at Chūgo and the others before returning his gaze to me. “Though I never imagined my fools would cause you trouble straightaway.”

“Not at all,” I replied, keeping my voice diplomatic. “If anything, I’m sorry we could only handle the situation so roughly. Please don’t be too hard on Chūgo-san and the others.”

We’d healed the dragons’ injuries, but the fact remained that we’d hurt their precious partners.

Once all three came to their senses, they froze the instant they saw Tomoe—a Greater Dragon—and actually begged for her forgiveness. As it turned out, all three were intelligent, gentlemanly dragons, nothing like berserkers.

So as long as the three knights’ punishment was handled peacefully, I figured things would settle without much trouble.

The captain of the Land Dragon Corps was young, somewhere just past thirty, and spoke with calm professionalism. But he also carried a relaxed sort of pressure that made him hard to refuse.

When I tried to beg off, saying we still needed to find lodging and stop by the guild—

“If it’s lodging you need, we’ll gladly reserve the finest inn in the city for you,” Ryōma said with a pleasant smile, smoothly seizing the conversation. “We can also share information about the city and this region that the Merchant Guild cannot. The guild can wait until tomorrow. Please allow us, the Land Dragon Corps, to host you until dinner, honored members of the Kuzunoha Company.”

—and just like that, he wrested the conversation out of my hands.

So now, here we were at the Land Dragon Corps’ headquarters.

When he mentioned, “We can also show you some interesting items derived from the sages,” even I wavered. And Mio was sunk completely the moment he added, “The dishes made with ingredients connected to land dragons are something you’ll never eat anywhere in the city.”

Tomoe held out, but majority rule carried us here.

Well, things being what they were, we had no choice but to play along until evening. With the captain himself guiding us around the city, our options were limited.

He’d promised to release us early, and when I said standing out too much or being treated too grandly made me uncomfortable, he dismissed every dragon knight but Chūgo and the other two.

He must have brought the elite unit along just to guard us, which left me feeling a little guilty.

“This area seems pretty far from Naoi,” I said, turning to Ryōma as we walked. “How did it become your corps’ headquarters?”

“One major reason,” Ryōma answered smoothly, “is that this region is a major agricultural zone, indispensable to the Lorel Union. The soil is rich, and water is plentiful.”

“An agricultural zone? So, there are a lot of fields?”

“Yes. Livestock, too.”

“I can see why that’d matter to the nation, but…”

Why land dragons?

Still, the region was apparently thriving agriculturally, which, from the standpoint of hunting down ingredients, made it well worth a look.

Mio had clearly made that one of her objectives. Indeed, the look in her eyes had already changed.

The Demiplane had plenty of Japanese vegetables, but no one had bred them or anything of the sort. They simply grew there for reasons no one understood, ready to be harvested.

We brought them back, cultivated them, and harvested them as crops. But Mio wanted to learn everything she could about similar varieties: how to grow them, how to cook them, and anything related to them.

As for livestock, the question was which animals were raised and how.

The gorgons would probably want to know about that; it was a shame they hadn’t come along with us to Lorel.

“Once the beasts recognize this area as land dragon territory,” Ryōma explained, “damage to crops and livestock from wild animals drops to almost nothing. The land dragons also get to roam freely across a broad region, so it helps us dragon knights and farmers alike.”

“Ah, so there are benefits like that.”

“For all our airs as dragon knights, our work shifts again and again depending on the mood of our partners,” Ryōma explained with a self-deprecating smile.

“Are you based in Mizuha because it’s the largest city around here?”

“Yes. And most importantly, because it’s the gateway to the nation. We may be fewer in number than ordinary knights, but as a military force, dragon knights are exceptional. We’re often the first to be called upon in an emergency.”

I was impressed with the way Ryōma fielded my questions, one after another, without hesitation. Being a tour guide probably wasn’t part of his normal job description, but he was clearly good at it.

“There, now you can see it. Over there is—”

He probably meant to say the barracks and dragon stables. But the enormous stable was badly damaged, and a huge dragon’s body lay lodged in what looked like a fine building that likely served as both a base and a dormitory.

Beside it stood a single white dragon with beautiful fur.

Behind that one, more than ten land dragons sat as if waiting in attendance.

None of the dragons seemed to be panicking. If anything, they looked stunned.

But this isn’t normal, right?

“It seems there’s some kind of emergency?” I said tentatively.

Ryōma’s temple twitched, and his clenched fist trembled.

“Those… idiots! Why, today of all days, does one incomprehensible thing after another keep happening?”

The white-furred dragon was definitely a dragon, and yet it made me think of an enormous Afghan hound.

So there really are dragons in this world with fur that fluffy.

“Good grief,” Tomoe murmured to herself. “As if I’d bother punishing such creatures personally.”

So, a dragon had panicked and rampaged because it thought Tomoe would be angry? Wasn’t that a little too dramatic?

Of all days, huh. Could my unlucky star be at work here somehow? If so, Ryōma, I’m sorry.

Still, there were fewer dragons than I’d expected. Even leaving out the three from earlier, the total only came to around twenty.

Were the rest out on duty?

That white one really nagged at me. Was it Ryōma’s dragon? What kind was it?

Despite its enormous size, it sat there neatly, looking like a dog for all the world to see.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. “Tomoe, what kind of dragon is that white one?” I asked her telepathically.

“Hm? Ah, that one? A Snow Lord. A land dragon that favors snowy fields and mountains above all else. It’s probably here because of its contract with a dragon knight. Ranked among dragons other than ourselves, it would fall toward the bottom of the upper class. It possesses a fair amount of power.”

A Snow Lord. Even the name carried dignity.

As I nodded to myself, several figures who looked like dragon knights came running toward us.

Ryōma stopped walking, so we followed suit.

This might actually be lucky.

At this rate, they could hardly throw a welcome dinner or a banquet here. Which meant they might just release us on the spot.

I felt bad for Ryōma, but for us, this was a convenient turn of events, wasn’t it?

Or so I thought.

“Oh.”

The Snow Lord, which had been sitting obediently—no, seated at the head of the other dragons—leaped soundlessly into the air.

A sudden wave of panic washed over me from the direction of the dormitory.

The white dragon showed no concern. It looked straight at us, then landed beside Ryōma as silently as it had leaped.

So, it really was his mount.

It had crossed what looked like over three hundred feet in a single bound.

At this size, the dragon was practically a humanoid robot. Honestly, once something got that big, I had trouble telling whether what it did was impressive or not.

Still, moving without a sound or any impact was clearly no small feat.

The running dragon knights arrived almost at the same moment.

I see. It timed its arrival to match theirs.

“Yuki, why did you come over?” Ryōma asked, looking up at the white dragon with a gentleness that softened his stern face. “You could have waited over there.”

Yuki, huh.

The name was exactly what it sounded like, but it wasn’t bad.

Just then, a gentle woman’s voice echoed inside my head.

“Greater Dragon Shin. And your master and companions as well. Welcome.”

So, Yuki was female.

“My name is Tomoe now,” Tomoe replied first, her tone imperious as expected. “Address me by that name from now on, Yuki.”

That made sense. In terms of hierarchy, Tomoe stood above her, and Yuki seemed to grasp it well enough, accepting the change without resistance.

“Of course, Tomoe-sama.”

“Now then, what is this disgrace?” Tomoe asked, her gaze sliding toward the wreckage. “It seems you were the one who drove that long-necked fool into the dormitory.”

Wait, really?

Yuki lowered her head deeply at Tomoe’s question, but Ryōma looked bewildered.

“No, this isn’t something you need to feel that guilty over,” Ryōma said, apparently misreading Yuki’s reaction as he tried to soothe her. “I’m not angry, Yuki.”

Meanwhile, Yuki kept speaking to us through telepathy.

“Is this not that big a deal? Does the destruction of dragon stables happen often?” Tomoe asked.

“I am truly sorry,” Yuki said. “Today, after sensing Tomoe-sama’s presence, most of us waited solemnly and respectfully for her arrival. But there was one hot-blooded—no, weak-headed fool among us.”

Mio showed almost no interest in the apology, merely shooting Yuki a slightly sharp look.

“A weak-headed fool, is it?” Tomoe repeated, her voice cooling.

“As Tomoe-sama’s presence grew stronger, he began making a fuss about wanting to take you as his mate. In his excitement, he even soiled himself. I couldn’t endure it, so I disciplined him personally.”

As Yuki finished her explanation, silence descended over our little group, although the dragon knights continued reporting on the situation to Ryōma.

He wanted Tomoe as his mate, then… a dragon seriously wet itself?

For some reason, pity came before anger.

Tomoe quietly shifted her gaze toward the dragon lodged in the building. Mio’s lips twitched faintly. Or no, she was holding back laughter.

“He is an irredeemable fool,” Yuki went on, head still lowered, “but even so, he is one of our companions. I beg your forgiveness. Naturally, we could never allow Tomoe-sama and the rest of you to visit a dragon stable reeking of urine… and so, without permission, I came this close. Please. I beg you.”

“…”

“Tomoe,” I called through telepathy, sensing where that silence might lead and deciding to head it off.

“Very well,” Tomoe answered at last. “In deference to Young Master, I shall forgive this. However, Yuki, if there is a next time, I will sever his head without another word. Tell him that clearly, and remember it well.”

“Thank you, Tomoe-sama! And thank you as well, husband!”

Tomoe’s attention snapped to the word.

“Haa? Husband?”

“Tomoe! I haven’t even introduced myself yet,” I cut in.

“But have you not already exchanged vows? Is that not why she has taken human form?”

“O-oh! Mm, yes, exactly so,” Tomoe said, recovering at once and sounding absurdly pleased. “You have a sharp eye, Yuki. Indeed, we are husband and wife beyond any—”

“There is nothing but doubt,” Mio cut in, her voice icy. “Could you please refrain from saying such convenient, impossible things, Tomoe-san?”

Please, not telepathic trouble on top of everything else!

“Yuki, my name is Raidou,” I said quickly. “A pleasure to meet you.”

“R-Raidou-sama. Yes, I shall remember it.”

Yuki had clearly sensed the dangerous atmosphere building between Tomoe and Mio and answered my introduction to defuse it. With that, the introductions were finished, and the telepathy fell silent.

All the while, the dragon knights’ report had continued.

“Some time after Ryōma-sama departed, Suffolk suddenly grew agitated,” one knight recalled, his face pale. “Yuki grew agitated as well and subdued him. The result is… as you can see.”

“There are no injuries apart from Suffolk,” another knight added crisply. “We can repair both the stables and the dormitory within a few hours.”

“The ingredients we prepared went unharmed!” a third knight said with desperate enthusiasm. “Depending on the repairs, the head chef says that if we move it outdoors as a party, the meal can definitely still proceed!”

Oh dear. They were still planning to hold the dinner.

Repairing that much damage in a few hours, though; did the Land Dragon Corps handle reconstruction work on a regular basis, too?

If so, Rotsgard Academy and the Kingdom of Limia might have a great deal to learn from them.

Disaster reconstruction that wrung every last drop out of land dragons and magic was something even Japan couldn’t offer.

I’d honestly like to watch that for a bit.

The dragon who caused all this was named Suffolk. Like a sheep.

Now I want jingisukan.

“I understand,” Ryōma said, his voice snapping into command. “I’ll take direct command. We’ll repair it before sunset, no matter what. We have important guests coming!”

“Yes, sir!”

Watching the repairs did sound interesting, but as much as I might enjoy it, I knew Tomoe and Mio would just be bored.

Ryōma turned to me and bowed deeply. “Raidou-sama, I’m terribly sorry. We invited you here, only to subject you to such disgrace. Please accept my apologies.”

The dragon knights who’d come to report immediately followed his example and bowed as well.

“I don’t believe this is your fault,” I assured him. “And rather than force everyone here to overextend themselves, perhaps we could deepen our exchange another—”

“We will absolutely have it ready in time!” Ryōma declared, cutting in before I could finish. “I’ll simply have to devote myself entirely to it. As for guiding you until evening… Chūgo!”

No! Do I get to say no?

“Yes, sir!” Chūgo snapped upright.

“I entrust the guidance of our guests to you.”

“Yes, sir!”

“You are familiar with the relics derived from the sages, are you not?”

“Leave them to me!”

Ryōma nodded at Chūgo’s response, then turned his gaze to Ayase.

“Good. The ladies will likely be interested in food, clothing, ornaments, and the like. Ayase.”

“That’s my specialty!” Ayase replied at once, brimming with confidence.

“Mm. For today, that place should do. The one with the uniforms.”

“Will do!”

“Tōma.” Ryōma fixed the youngest knight with a stern look. “If there’s time, show them the farms and ranches. The Kuzunoha Company seems interested in a wide variety of goods.”

“O-of course!”

“I trust you understand, but I will not tolerate discourtesy. You will bring them here without fail. Is that clear?”

“““Even if it costs us our lives!”””

At Ryōma’s final, stern order, the three answered in perfect unison.

Heavy!

Way too dramatic!

“Raidou-sama,” Ryōma said, turning back to me, “I hope you’ll enjoy seeing the sights in and around Mizuha for a while. Once preparations are complete, we’ll contact these three, so please return then. I humbly ask for your understanding.”

“I-I appreciate your kindness. Ha ha… ha.”
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And so Chūgo and the other two set about devising a plan to guide us around.

After a great deal of back-and-forth, they settled on shopping guidance from Ayase, followed by explanations of the relic sites from Chūgo, and finally an agricultural inspection from Tōma.

The first item on the list gave me a headache right away.

Buying souvenirs was fine; I could send them straight to the Demiplane the moment I bought them, so they’d never become luggage.

Eating while I walked was no problem either. Lorel’s seasonings seemed to be adaptations of Japanese flavors, and plenty of them were both interesting and delicious.

When I spotted what looked like mitarashi dango at a street stall and found it tasted exactly as I’d expected, I was genuinely moved.

So, what was the problem?

Clothes and accessories, or maybe miscellaneous goods.

It was painfully obvious that the sages—Japanese people, in other words—had gone completely wild here.

Worse still, they’d held positions of real social influence and pursued these absurdities with deadly seriousness, which only made the whole mess more troublesome.

When Ayase led us to a shop that handled all sorts of uniforms and formalwear, my very first thought was:

Oh. Is this a cosplay shop?

The clothes came in vivid colors, fundamentally different from the muted shades I’d seen around town until then.

Countless maid outfits lined the racks, each differing only in small details, yet each given its own name and apparently accepted as a proper category in its own right.

Sailor uniforms, gym clothes, uniforms of every kind.

Beyond those, more niche underwear and accessories sat neatly displayed, complete with detailed notes on how to pair them with the clothes.

It was probably aimed at tourists. No doubt this was the shop Ryōma had recommended to Ayase.

I’d heard the word uniform, after all.

Of course, some customers surely came for genuine formalwear, but I was guessing those weren’t the main customers.

Tomoe and Mio were both poring over one outfit after another with great interest.

Apparently, the hottest item with tourists right now is a white shirt paired with something resembling a black corset.

It looked a lot like a casino dealer outfit to me.

However, when I subtly asked whether it had something to do with gambling, I learned it was worn at an award ceremony after passing a fairly strict public-service examination.

Of all things, this counted as formal attire!?

The joke had gone too far. Full stop.

Nurse uniforms served as formal dress at certain temples, and then came sailor uniforms, blazers, and even school swimsuits…

The sages had done whatever they pleased.

Where had their self-restraint gone? And where were the sages meant to play follow-up and damage control?

Every last one of them had gone through proper legal channels just to indulge the cosplay they happened to prefer. Gentlemen branded perverts; or no, that was backward. Perverts branded gentlemen.

“By the way, Young Master,” Tomoe called, already cradling several outfits. “What sort of attire do you prefer most?”

“Ghk.”

Tomoe had lobbed the exact topic I least wanted raised, and with critical precision.

Mio kept testing the fabric of a black nurse uniform, eavesdropping on us as well as she could.

Black.

A nurse uniform, but black.

Was that the formal dress of some temple too? Would the men wear black robes in place of white coats?

Or did everyone, man or woman alike, wear nurse uniforms?

Surely not.

No, wait. In this world, even a man could become a flawless beauty by cross-dressing.

If the person in charge of this cultural import had leaned toward that special genre known as otokonoko, then formal attire shared by both sexes was entirely possible.

“Even if you ask what I prefer,” I replied, “I was never that into cosplay.”

Which was true.

Don’t get me wrong, I thought a moderate amount of exposure was quite nice, but personally, I’d never insist on any one particular outfit.

Take something familiar, like school uniforms. My own school had blazers, but I liked sailor uniforms too.

I also liked the uniforms that receptionists and office workers wore, and the mannish suits, besides.

Casual clothes or formal wear were fine too, of course, so long as the person liked them or they suited them.

There was no particular line where I’d decide I needed this much skin showing or I couldn’t accept it.

So, what did that make me? Did it mean I cared more about what was inside?

Was I the carnivorous type after all?

“That is a shame,” Tomoe said, sounding genuinely disappointed. “Had you owned one, I thought I might try it on. I see. This place deals mainly in modern clothing, but something like this is rather amusing as well. What do you think?”

“Pfft!”

Without a trace of embarrassment, Tomoe had plucked a bunny suit from the outfits hanging nearby.

Not the mascot-like gag kind.

The sexy kind.

It even had ears.

Seriously, Tomoe? My whole image of you is about to shatter.

“Mm, I was mistaken,” she said. “It was this one.”

Had she really made a mistake? Or had she corrected herself because I looked so visibly appalled?

That stayed a mystery, but Tomoe switched to the outfit hanging beside the bunny suit.

A black suit.

The tight type that clearly showed off the body’s shape.

Apparently, it was made for women. It came close to the mannish suit I’d imagined earlier, and at a glance, it looked exactly like a business suit, so I figured it could go either way. Since it sold as a full set, the tie was probably part of the uniform, too.

Yep. That works.

“Oh, a suit? It’d definitely look good on you, Tomoe.”

The only catch was the color: black.

Truly black. A deep, pitch-black kind of black that I would never have expected to see outside of a wedding or a funeral.

Part of me wanted to ask what it was for, and part of me would rather not know.

“Hmm.”

“Tomoe?”

“Master, I’ll take this,” Tomoe told the shopkeeper. “I’ll buy several others as well, so take my measurements first.”

“Impulse buying, seriously?”

Still, I envied how decisively she’d made the call.

“Then I shall see you later,” Tomoe said to Mio and me, vanishing into the back of the shop with an employee.

As for the price, wow, it was steep.

Ah, but.

Back home, men’s chain stores mass-produced suits in sizes like small and medium, and at most adjusted the hem in the shop. Here, they took your measurements against sample outfits and tailored each piece to your body.

Once I thought of it as cutting cloth and building the clothes from scratch, the price made sense. Of course, a full upper-and-lower set was going to set you back a significant amount of cash.

With weapons and armor, a single piece often cost enough to build a house. These weren’t on that level, but uniforms and formalwear were exactly the sort of thing that ran expensive.

Besides, Tomoe in a suit would be a fresh sight, and if she liked it, all the better.

But why did you take the bunny suit with you too?

“Honestly, Tomoe,” I muttered, then turned as another thought struck me. “Ah, Mio.”

“Yes, Young Master?”

“If there are any clothes you want, buy those too. They aren’t armor, so you’d only wear them in the Demiplane, but tell me if anything catches your eye.”

The moment I said that, Mio held out the outfit she’d been carrying.

“In that case, this one has caught my attention.”

A black nurse uniform?

Or so I thought, but I was wrong. Mio had already picked up a different outfit.

It was red.

Not a bright red, but a deeper crimson. Wine red, maybe.

A kimono, huh.

Hm?

Ah!

The garment Mio held looked a lot like a kimono.

It had an unmistakably Japanese feel to it. But it came with an apron. Which made it a waitress uniform.

Knowing Mio, the apron was probably what drew her. As if she’d taken it for a kimono that happened to come as a set with one.

So, a red waitress uniform? Yeah, that works.

There were blue ones, indigo ones, pale green ones, and several other nice colors, too.

Vivid reds and stark whites aside, plenty of the colors felt pleasant and calming to look at.

The patterns were just as plentiful: polka dots, arrow feathers, kanoko shibori, tortoiseshell, brush marks, checkerboards, and more.

The apron itself was pure white, but it came in countless variants depending on its size and the shape of the frills.

Hmm. I could look at these all day.

“That’s a waitress uniform,” I told Mio with an appreciative nod. “Might be good for when you’re cooking. A patterned kimono would suit you, too.”

But Mio tilted her head and pointed at a sign posted in the shop.

“It says here this is formal dress for judges who pass sentence upon criminals.”

“Huh? Judges?”

“No,” Mio said after a beat, smoothing the matter over with a smile. “It must be my imagination. Ah, shopkeeper! I’ll take the patterns from here to there. Where should I go for measurements?”

“Are you just casually buying the whole series like some celebrity!?” I exclaimed.

Like Tomoe, she vanished into the back of the shop.

Wait, what?

For a second, I thought I glimpsed something black and glossy, like enamel.

Surely it wasn’t bondage gear or anything…

“Ugh, it really does say formal dress for judges. Come on!”

The sages’ free spirits were making my headache worse.

When I looked around, only Ayase was left, having happily joined Tomoe and Mio in picking out clothes and holding them up against themselves.

Incidentally, Chūgo and Tōma hadn’t even set foot inside the shop.

The place stocked perfectly normal men’s clothing, too.

I got that it made them uncomfortable, and that loitering around while someone else shopped was tedious. Still, if they’d come in with me, it would’ve put me a little more at ease.

Earlier, over the meal, they’d trailed after me all smiles; sweet or spicy, didn’t matter.

Traitors.

“Is there an outfit you want, Ayase-san?” I asked. “That dealer outfit, maybe?”

Ayase hesitated a moment before answering.

“Hmm. This is a high-class shop, you know.”

“Aren’t dragon knights one of the star occupations in this country?”

I doubted the salary was the problem. She was a soldier, and an elite one at that. Barring some extreme spending habits, a few outfits should’ve been well within her means.

“Honestly, I’m a little scared to have my measurements taken again,” Ayase admitted after a moment.

Ah. So that was it. Her current body wasn’t the one she wanted.

My honest take was that she looked plenty attractive as she was. But I’d learned that just because you tell a woman she’s attractive doesn’t mean she’ll believe you. Ayase’s private ideal probably ran high, as my sisters' did.

“You didn’t eat nearly as much as Chūgo and the others,” I said. “As a token of friendship, I’d be glad to treat you to an outfit.”

She really hadn’t eaten or drunk as much as Chūgo and the rest, and at these prices, I didn’t mind springing for an outfit or two.

Sure enough, Ayase’s expression shifted.

Ha. Free won out.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, of course. You guided us to such a wonderful shop, and Tomoe and Mio are having a fine time. Pick whatever you like, as thanks for that as well.”

“Thank you so much! In that case, I’ll take this one!”

“That was fast!?”

A yukata, huh.

Something for festivals, probably. At least it didn’t look like a uniform for some event or trade. Casual summer wear, maybe?

“I’ve been interested in them for a while,” Ayase explained, clutching the fabric with surprising fondness. “I figured I’d have one properly tailored once I’ve finally shaped my body into something I like, but I really wanted to try wearing one. Still, I did wonder if buying it in that frame of mind was a little questionable. Anyway, Raidou-sama, you really are wealthy, aren’t you?”

“Thanks to everyone, business is going well,” I replied. “But it’s not so much that I’m rich. The company is.”

“But the company’s money belongs to you, the representative, doesn’t it?”

“Hmm, I wonder. Some of it probably is mine, but everyone earned it together: Tomoe, Mio, and all our employees. So, it’s not all mine. Those two always work harder than their wages, and if they want something, I don’t mind buying it for them.”

At that, Ayase stared at me, eyes wide.

“I feel like you just said something outrageous as if it were perfectly normal.”

“Huh? Which part?”

“You really are generous,” she said, regarding me with an expression that was half exasperation, half renewed respect.

As for the yukata, she’d apparently wanted it from the start. I guess if someone’s willing to buy something for you, why say no?

“By the way,” I asked, eyeing the garment, “what sort of occasion is this worn for?”

“A yukata? People wear these at summer festivals, or just throw one on after a bath in summer.”

Huh. That is so much more normal than I expected.

Idly, I pictured a yukata thrown on after a summer bath.

Oh. That was actually pretty striking. It might be good—no, it was good.

“…”

Suddenly, I felt Tomoe and Mio’s eyes on me. Turning around, I saw the two of them back from their measurements, shop assistants in tow.

At the sight of them, Ayase’s expression turned complicated.

“Ah…”

“Um, Ayase-san?”

“Raidou-sama. Would you buy me a little time? I’ll be right back.”

“?”

I had no idea what she meant. I didn’t mind if she took her time with the measurements.

“Tomoe-sama and Mio-sama have the faces of people who think the battle isn’t over yet,” Ayase said, lowering her voice. “If they only meant to pick out more clothes for themselves, that would be fine, but…”

“But?” I prompted, still not following.

“If they set their minds on finding something that suits you, Raidou-sama, the worst case is that you’ll end up as a dress-up doll.”

“!?!?”

“You gave me a gift, so I’ll do whatever I can to support you. I would suggest you endure it for just a little while.”

Choosing clothes for me now? Absolutely not.

A suit or two I wouldn’t mind, but with tracksuits, school uniforms, police uniforms, and sumo mawashi all on display…

There were too many outfits I wanted to veto, and I didn’t even know where to start tearing into the lineup.

“Thank you for waiting, Young Master.” Tomoe returned looking thoroughly satisfied. “We managed to buy everything to our liking.”

“Yes,” Mio added with a serene smile. “It’s been ages since I enjoyed shopping this much.”

“I see. That’s good,” I said, scrambling for harmless conversation to buy as much time as I could. “When did they say everything would be finished?”

“We paid extra and threw in a generous tip, so they promised to have it all done within two weeks,” Tomoe replied.

“Judging from the samples here, the sewing’s quite solid,” Mio said. “We can expect good work.”

Tourist-focused and high-end, then.

If tips and extra fees could move up the delivery date, the shop had to wield real influence.

Unless they had a deep bench of skilled craftsmen to throw at a job on short notice, moving up the deadline wouldn’t come easily.

Maybe the place was far more popular than I’d expected.

“Now then—”

“In that case—”

“?”

Tomoe and Mio leaned in close.

“It’s your turn, Young Master,” Tomoe declared.

“Your clothes, Young Master!” Mio chimed in.

The crisis was bearing down on me in a straight line. And maybe I was imagining it, but their eyes seemed to be gleaming.

“The student uniform first! Surely we should begin with a gakuran!” Tomoe insisted.

“No, Tomoe, it has to be a mawashi!” Mio countered. “And we can’t leave out a judo uniform!”

Wait.

Ayase still showed no sign of returning. Meanwhile, Tomoe and Mio closed in on me, step by step.

I-I don’t want to be a dress-up doll!

My anguished cry fell on deaf ears.

“Sob…”

I was violated.

Ayase came back partway through and helped cover for me, so my wounds stayed only barely fatal.

I hate clothing shops.

Never again.

I won’t even come back to pick up the outfits when they’re ready. I’ll leave that to Tomoe and the others.

I truly, truly never want to set foot near this place again.

And if Tomoe and Mio say they want to hit another shop, I’ll fight it with everything I have.

I had to stop that at all costs; it was important enough that I confirmed it to myself twice.

Still, I’d never imagined shopping could drag on this long with only these two, plus a single female knight.

I’d never once spent even thirty minutes in a store.

Tomoe and Mio really were women, though. They looked like they were having the time of their lives.

Good grief.
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Next, Chūgo led the way.

We left the cosplay shop (or rather, the high-class uniform shop) and followed him toward the outskirts of the city. Well, it wasn’t so much the edge of the city as a place outside it altogether.

Come to think of it, Mizuha had walls, but they didn’t enclose the entire city: only the side facing Lorel’s border was protected, while the rest was left open.

If Ryōma had it right, maybe this side didn’t need one because the land dragons drove off monsters and wild beasts.

“Hm? Squad Leader,” Tōma said, puzzled by our direction. “If we’re heading this way, does that mean we aren’t going to the northern ruins? Aren’t those the largest?”

“Yes,” Chūgo replied. “We’ll see fewer sites this way, but factoring in the distance to the farmland afterward, I figured this route was better.”

“Ah, the variety of farms and the number of ranches really are higher over here. As expected of you, Squad Leader.”

“Besides, scale aside, the ruins are all much the same. Since we have the chance, I’d rather our guests see both the relics and the farmland properly.”

“I appreciate your consideration,” I told Chūgo. He had clearly put real thought into our outing.

“Ha ha ha. We left you to fight alone back in that shop, after all,” he replied with a hearty laugh. “The least we can do is more than make up for it!”

No, I’m not forgiving that part.

That was an absolutely unforgivable incident.

The mawashi hurt. I never knew it would actually feel like that to wear.

“If we’re heading this way, we might be able to show them edamame,” Tōma murmured, running through the crops at the farms ahead.

They weren’t bad people, really. And they didn’t carry themselves like some privileged class either.

“Edamame,” Mio murmured at once.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t eaten the real thing since coming to this world. But we had them in the Demiplane, so the flavor was familiar.

They went well with a drink. That much I’d come to understand all too well since arriving here.

“Edamame, eh?” Chūgo said. “If we’re heading to the farms anyway, maybe we can ask for some boiled whole on the stalk, Tōma.”

“Yes, and the timing’s just right,” Tōma answered, brimming with enthusiasm. “They’re delicious. I know you’ll enjoy them, Raidou-sama!”

“You seem to know your way around farming, Tōma,” I said. “Is your family in agriculture?”

If dragon knights were elites even among knights, did you have to be a noble to become one?

Then maybe not?

No, nobles could certainly run farms as estates, so it wouldn’t be strange for him to know the work.

“Yes,” Tōma said with a nod. “In time, I expect I’ll take over agriculture for our territory.”

“His family is one of the major landowners in Mizuha,” Chūgo added. “They do all sorts of things on a grand scale.”

A strong family background must be reassuring.

And on top of that, Tōma had the talent to make dragon knight himself.

Impressive.

“Become a dragon knight, and you receive a one-generation noble title,” Ayase chimed in. “But Tōma was a noble to begin with. His line is excellent. Annoyingly so.”

Which meant…

“Ayase and I were commoners,” Chūgo explained. “Our kids might be different if they make dragon knight too, but for us, it’s more like being nobles in name only. Someone as overqualified as Tōma is rare even among dragon knights. Ha ha ha.”

So Chūgo and Ayase were commoner-born.

At least until you became one; ability was everything for a dragon knight.

“That surprises me,” I admitted. “Honestly, I thought dragon knights were elites by birth and ability both.”

“Of course,” Chūgo laughed. “Most outsiders say the same.”

“I do think I’m incredibly fortunate,” Tōma said, his expression bashful and earnest. “The Land Dragon Corps has twenty-five members right now. I passed the dragon knight selection exam in Naoi, was lucky enough to become a dragon knight, and on top of that, I was assigned to the corps I admired most: the one based in my hometown. Setting aside that I was born a noble, I’ve truly been blessed.”

“I see. So, anyone can volunteer to become a dragon knight?”

“Yes. Even foreigners can volunteer,” Tōma explained. “This nation wants as many dragon knights as it can get. One condition, of course, is that they be able to enter a contract to serve the Lorel Union.”

“Even foreigners? What are the other conditions?” I asked, curious.

“Only the age limit. Applicants have to be between fifteen and thirty. If they make dragon knight within that range, they’re bound to serve the Lorel Union. Those are the only conditions.”

“That’s surprisingly loose. So, the exam must be brutal, and almost no one passes?”

At that, the three dragon knights wore complicated expressions.

They didn’t look put off, exactly; more like they were struggling to find the words.

“Most likely—”

It was Tomoe who suddenly cut in.

“Tomoe?”

“If we speak only of strength, I imagine becoming a dragon knight is no harder than becoming any other kind of knight,” she said.

“Really? But in that case…”

“They probably demand somewhat superior talent for riding, but as for combat, it seems either magic-oriented or physical strength will do.”

True enough. At the very least, I’d seen no one with particularly extreme power. Even Ryōma, honestly, fell within a knowable range.

“Then why would there be a shortage of dragon knights?”

“For one, the job of dragon knight demands a particular aptitude, and few people possess it.”

“!!!”

Tomoe’s deduction clearly shook the dragon knights.

Aptitude.

I’d heard the Empire’s Hero’s party had a girl who controlled dragons. Some sort of tamer-like talent, maybe?

Not a job, surely. Dragon knight was already the job.

“Next,” Tomoe continued, “the position can’t exist without a dragon, so one must find a dragon. And not merely any dragon, but one willing to become a mount.”

“!!!”

Again, the three of them flinched visibly.

There wasn’t much about dragons that Tomoe didn’t know. Even when it came to dragon knights, a little reasoning let her infer all sorts of things.

OK, so it’s mainly aptitude and finding a dragon. I guess effort alone can’t solve that.

If the Water and Flying Dragon Corps had roughly the same numbers as the land dragons, that made seventy-five. Not a large membership for a knight order.

Enough for a handpicked elite force? No, they weren’t meant to be ornamental. They had to perform in actual combat.

If they fought a powerful enemy and lost half their number, some corps might stop functioning altogether.

“That said, the sheer variety of dragons they command is far too broad,” Tomoe added.

“Is it?”

“Take the land dragons alone. Dragons suited to every kind of climate, all gathered in one place. That should be impossible. Surely they do not roam the entire nation hunting down mounts.”

“…”

“So, I suspect there is some major secret behind it. I know of no such place myself, and it sounds absurd, but perhaps this country holds a land of dragons. A garden of dragons, a dragon sanctuary, something of that sort.”

Well, I couldn’t really picture a dragon organization existing without a Greater Dragon knowing about it.

Luto hadn’t said a word about it either.

This country had Adventurer’s Guild branches all over, too, so if such a place existed, word should have reached his ears long ago.

“Inborn aptitude, and finding a dragon partner,” I murmured. “If it takes two kinds of luck, no wonder their numbers are low. It makes sense they’d want as many dragon knights as possible and replenish their ranks whenever they could.”

It was convincing.

I doubted every part of Tomoe’s theory was correct, but judging from the active dragon knights’ reaction, she probably wasn’t far off the mark.

“…”

The three dragon knights had fallen dead silent, as if the lively conversation moments ago had never happened. They stared at Tomoe as though looking at something that shouldn’t exist.

I decided to step in. We hadn’t come to Lorel to expose the dragon knights’ secrets. When the mood soured, the best move would be to blow it away.

“The Land Dragon Corps has twenty-five members right now, correct?” I asked.

“Ah, yes. That’s correct,” Chūgo answered, snapping back to himself.

“So, it really is a small force. Are the Flying Dragon Corps and the Water Dragon Corps about the same?”

Chūgo seized on the shift in topic as if I’d thrown him a lifeline.

“The Flying Dragon Corps has twenty-three members, and the Water Dragon Corps eighteen. As you pointed out, we’re short on both people and dragons.” Chūgo tacked on a dry laugh, as if to smooth things over.

“And their headquarters, or wherever their dragons live, are in Naoi and Kannaoi, respectively?”

The land dragons were in Mizuha, after all.

Stationing each force in a major city seemed natural enough, doubling as defensive strength.

“Ah, no. Both the Flying Dragon Corps and the Water Dragon Corps are headquartered in Naoi. Kannaoi and Mizuha only have branch offices.”

“They aren’t stationed in Kannaoi? Even with the dungeon right there?”

Was the friction between Naoi and Kannaoi really that serious?

Kannaoi was our main destination this time; we had no plans to visit Naoi at all. Nothing should happen over there, but it nagged at me all the same.

“For some reason, no dragon likes lingering around Kannaoi,” Chūgo explained. “So, we can’t station any real number of dragon knights there.”

Apparently, people could tell when I was thinking hard, even if it didn’t show on my face.

I still have a long way to go on that front.

“Some blame the great labyrinth’s influence, and others say it’s the peculiar nature of the surrounding terrain,” Ayase added. “There have been all sorts of theories since ancient times.”

“And none of them ever settled it,” Tōma said. “Certainly, even coming from Mizuha, there’s no shortage of risky spots you have to detour around: the Forest of the Dead, the Valley of Ten Thousand Poisons, the Bottomless Cliffs, and more. I’ve also heard the theory that the influence of the labyrinth reaches across the whole region in ways we can’t see, and dragons are sensitive enough to feel it.”

So, the road from here to Kannaoi held a few genuinely dangerous stretches.

Tomoe said she’d sent the Arach, Hokuto, and the forest ogre, Shii, ahead to the Kannaoi area. Those two had better be safe.

Meanwhile, Tomoe was eyeing Chūgo and the others with heartfelt exasperation.

“The reason dragons refuse to approach Kannaoi is nothing so complicated.”

“Huh?”

However much Tomoe knew, we hadn’t so much as set foot in Kannaoi yet.

“He is lurking in that labyrinth, is he not?” Tomoe spat bitterly. “That worthless dragon, Doma.”

“Doma,” Chūgo said with a nod. “One of the Greater Dragons, if I recall correctly. Yes, they say he sleeps somewhere within the labyrinth.”

“He is the reason, plain and simple. The worst sort of creature. No one would want to be anywhere near him.”

“Um, Tomoe?”

“Yes?”

“There’s no way dragons avoid the whole place over something as childish as not wanting to be near someone they don’t like, right?”

My words seemed to speak for everyone but Tomoe and Mio; the dragon knights all nodded along.

“Doma is the sort of hopeless dragon with more than enough disgraceful episodes to make exactly that possible, Young Master,” Tomoe said with open disdain. “He’s so useless that he was nearly erased from memory without anyone noticing, and some incomprehensible dragon named Futsu ended up worshiped in his place.”

Wow. For dragons to truly shun the whole area because of him, he had to be impressive in all the wrong ways. Just how hated was he?

After all, even Tomoe had managed to inspire lust in a young male dragon she’d never so much as met.

“Young Master,” Mio said, slicing through the delicate mood with perfect timing. “A flying dragon and a hyuman—I believe it’s a dragon knight—are approaching from the front, overhead.”

A flying dragon?

The captain had probably been told about us, but I wondered what this one wanted.

“Tomoe, what kind of dragon is that?”

“Mid-upper class,” Tomoe replied at once. “Dexterous, with a good balance of abilities, but if I recall correctly, it has no special talent to speak of. A dull creature.”

“Could it be a captain’s mount?”

“Impossible. I’d say it belongs to a single knight of no particular rank.”

“That makes its purpose even harder to guess. Chūgo, may I leave the response to you?”

“Of course.” Chūgo narrowed his eyes toward the sky. “We weren’t informed in advance either, but it doesn’t seem to be an emergency. How curious.”

Perhaps having spotted our group, the knight riding the flying dragon descended straight toward us.

They looked exactly like the dragon knights I’d seen a few times in Rotsgard.

Thinking back on it, given the total number of dragon knights out there, Lorel had sent quite a few at that time.

Wind kicked up as the flying dragon landed in front of us.

Not many dragons, I’d been told, could move the way Yuki the Snow Lord had.

“You must be members of the Land Dragon Corps!” the rider called out crisply. “I’m Kamiya Ritsu of the Second Squad, Sky-Splitting Unit, Flying Dragon Corps!”

Hm?

Right. In Lorel, people generally introduced themselves domestically with the family name first.

Everyone had used their usual naming order in front of us, so hearing it this way felt fresh.

“Chūgo Kondō, First Squad, Roaring Dragon Unit, Land Dragon Corps,” Chūgo answered. “These are my subordinates, and these are guests from Tsige—members of the Kuzunoha Company. We’re currently tasked with guiding them through Mizuha and its surroundings. What is your business?”

“M-my apologies!” The dragon knight corrected herself in a rush. “I’m Ritsu Kamiya!”

She really didn’t need to reintroduce herself.

What a conscientious person.

From her appearance, she was a young rank-and-file dragon knight, and she probably knew nothing about us.

“We’re from the Kuzunoha Company,” I said. “I’m the representative, Raidou, and these are my companions, Tomoe and Mio. A pleasure to meet you, Dragon Knight Kamiya.”

Tomoe and Mio bowed lightly in time with me.

If she was based in Naoi, we probably wouldn’t cross paths with her often.

Still, on my way into Mizuha, I’d spotted flying dragons and dragon knights overhead, so maybe they were scattered throughout the country. In that case, depending on her assigned area, there was a chance we’d meet again.

“I saw members of the Land Dragon Corps and came down,” Kamiya explained. “Kannaoi has put out a search for several people, and I wanted to ask before I head to headquarters, in case you’d seen them. These are the three. Do any of them look familiar?”

Kamiya produced the sketches and held them out to Chūgo and the others. I only caught a brief glimpse, but…

Wait. Have I seen those somewhere before?

I had no idea, of course, who Kannaoi would be hunting. And asking her to let me have a proper look would seem weird.

Since I had no clear memory of them, this probably wasn’t worth chasing right now.

More to the point, whether it came from Kamiya herself or somewhere nearby, I caught a strangely unpleasant scent that stung my nose.

Yet the knights of the Roaring Dragon Unit gave no sign of noticing it.

Tomoe and Mio both gave small nods when I glanced their way, faintly displeased.

So, I’m not the only one who senses it.

Hmm. What is this?

A little thicker and I might have placed it, but it was truly no more than a lingering trace.

All I could tell was that it felt unpleasant.

Even my kai couldn’t make sense of it.

It’d be a letdown if this turned out to be some perfume or incense currently in fashion in Lorel.

“No, I don’t recognize them,” Chūgo said, studying the sketches. “I don’t think I’ve seen them in Mizuha either.”

“Neither have I,” Ayase added. “I don’t believe they were among the recent travelers or merchants from Kannaoi.”

“Same here,” Tōma said. “Most likely, they haven’t left through any official route.”

“I see… All right!” Kamiya said, straightening. “I’d like to meet Captain Ryōma next. Is he at headquarters?”

“Yes, he should be.”

“Thank you very much. Excuse me!”

Kamiya of the Flying Dragon Corps shot back into the sky, brimming with energy. But she didn’t forget to give us a parting bow.

The smell aside, she seemed like a good girl. Maybe the dragon knights ran young. Chūgo and the others were young, and so was Kamiya—a lively young woman whose short haircut suited her.

Still, racing freely through the sky like that really did make her look like the very symbol of the dragon knights.

I didn’t have the nerve to ask, but the most popular corps was probably the Flying Dragon Corps.

Tomoe watched Kamiya leave, her eyes narrowed.

“A Sonic Reaper, hm. That creature should ordinarily inhabit only the Wasteland. Some dragon I do not know of. Does this country truly possess such a place?”

Ugh. So that dragon was from the Wasteland?

I didn’t remember it. But as I watched Kamiya and her dragon depart, I bowed my head inwardly and offered a silent apology.

If I ever shot down any of your friends, I’m sorry.

“Well, I’m glad it wasn’t anything serious,” Chūgo said, deliberately lightening the mood as he looked down from the high ground ahead. “Now then, honored guests! We’re approaching what one might call the foremost sage relic visible near Mizuha.”

Ah, so this was where the uphill walk ended.

Below us spread a gently rolling grassland, with cattle and horses grazing across it.

A relic, huh. Let’s see…

Ah.

Aaaaah!?

“Oh,” Tomoe murmured, recognizing it for what it was.

Mio tilted her head, confused.

I could only stare in shock.

“This is said to be a kind of transportation device,” Chūgo explained. “A relic known as the Dragon-Magic Railway.”

Indeed, what lay rusting in the grasslands, decayed yet unmistakable, was the remains of something painfully familiar to me: railroad tracks.

“They say that long ago,” Chūgo went on, “wheeled carts were set atop those metal tracks and made to run great distances, carrying goods and people. How they kept the route safe, how they maintained such a device all the way from city to city, no one knows anymore. Now only these metal roads remain, scattered here and there.”

“Incredible.”

Tōma had mentioned earlier that something like this existed to the north as well.

If these tracks once stretched on and on, then back when they ran, the three cities of Naoi, Kannaoi, and Mizuha must have been linked by railway.

I pictured the map of Lorel that Sairitsu had shown me, and the scale stunned me all over again.

First, how had they laid the tracks that far?

What kind of power had moved the trains? Magic, judging by the name? Land dragons? Both?

How had they kept the trains safe while they ran?

How had they maintained the tracks themselves?

I had no idea.

After all, this world was crawling with monsters. Far from any settlement, public safety was nonexistent, and the term itself might as well not exist.

Yet here, they’d obviously pulled it off.

“That’s right. Even now, certain men still find a romance in it,” Chūgo said, gazing out over the ruined tracks. “It’s always been a popular relic.”

“A nation that holds the knowledge of sages and puts it to use,” I murmured, the words settling deep in my chest.

“We can’t use all of it,” Ayase said quietly. “Many technologies, like this railway, have been lost.”

Clear regret colored her voice.

If only they’d been able to maintain the railway.

If only they’d been able to put it to use.

Lorel’s national strength would surely have been many times what it was now.

If this system had spread throughout hyuman society, then by now the demons might already have been wiped from the world.

That was how much potential lay in the railways.

Since only decaying tracks remained, perhaps maintaining it had been impossible from the start. Maybe it was the product of a miracle worked by some unique skill or magic one of the sages possessed.

Looking at the broken, intermittent rails that still let me trace the route as it must once have run, I felt as though I were staring at the Great Wall of China reduced to a modern ruin. The sight made me want to keep casting my thoughts back toward that distant past.

“Indeed,” I murmured, causing Tōma to shoot me a curious look.

“Japanese people—I mean, sages are truly alive in Lorel,” I said. “It moves me.”

Tōma’s eyes widened at the word Japanese.

Well, they already suspected I was a sage and had been treating me as one all along.

If denying it meant throwing cold water on this feeling, then I no longer cared whether they believed it or treated me that way.

“Young Master,” Tomoe murmured.

“Young Master,” Mio echoed softly.

Maybe they weren’t used to seeing me grow sentimental, because Tomoe and Mio watched me with faintly sorrowful expressions.

I’d understood it in my head long ago. And at the clothing shop earlier, I’d seen more than enough of what happened when people forgot restraint and acted on impulse.

Ah, but still.

I was far from the first outsider to come to this world, and those others had lived here with everything they had.

Whatever their intentions, they’d gone so far as to recreate something like this, striving to better the lives of the people in this country.

That made me happy.

Of course, some of them must have been like me. Desperate to go home, resenting the Goddess for every day they were trapped here.

Some must have treated this other world as an excuse to live selfishly, chasing every desire. But others had certainly lived out their entire lives within this country called the Lorel Union.

For the first time, I understood that from the heart.

It was a kind of relief I might never have felt since coming to this world.

Not because Sairitsu had told me sages were respected and beloved.

Not because of the fragments I’d heard from Luto about the Hero who became his husband. And certainly not because of the two Heroes who’d yet to live out their lives here.

No, seeing this proof of existence left by some Japanese person who had surely lived for Lorel, I felt relieved.

“Even if it’s only a relic now, you and the neighbors who lived alongside you in that age…”

“…”

“Here, surely… you were happy.”

That much I decided for myself.

I hadn’t researched the circumstances or combed through the historical records. But right now, I just wanted to hold on to this feeling as it came.

Along with the wish that it had been true, I pictured the Japanese person who laid this railway, and the companions beside them, living happily.

I knew this sort of thing didn’t suit me.

Just for this moment, I quietly brought my hands together before my chest and closed my eyes.
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After lingering for several minutes at a spot where we could take in the full view—both the tracks and the relic itself—we headed down a gentle slope and walked through farms and ranches, pastoral scenery spreading out beside us.

Not just edamame, but vegetables and fruit that seemed sort of familiar to me were growing vigorously there.

Apparently, calling this a fertile land was no exaggeration.

Here, Mio grew especially animated. She bustled from place to place, asking about everything from crop growth and harvest seasons to flavor and cooking methods.

As promised, the edamame boiled whole on the stalk hid black beans inside, and the flavor was exceptionally rich.

It was my first time eating them, and those edamame were seriously good.

Tomoe and Mio were delighted too.

Tomoe writhed over how badly she wanted a drink to go with them, while Mio couldn’t stop popping black edamame that, if we weren’t careful, might end up even tastier than the ones back in the Demiplane.

The other foods the farm offered up were wonderful too, though since we were guests guided by the Land Dragon Corps, it was probably less pure goodwill than hospitality toward people of standing.

Receiving everything freshly harvested became a seasoning all its own, one that nothing could replace.

Watermelon, gourds, daikon, carrots, shallots; although some didn’t match the seasons I remembered, every one of them tasted good.

Daikon, for instance, had that distinctly Japanese flavor and long white shape, yet if I remembered right, it was a winter vegetable.

Maybe it took root here through the tearful efforts of some sage.

As for shallots, I’d never eaten them often enough to know what season they belonged to in the first place.

Watermelon and gourds were summer, right?

Winter melon was… winter?

No, it was a gourd, so maybe summer after all?

The only thing served as an actual dish was winter melon simmered in kuzu-thickened sauce.

“We eat it chilled like this during the hot seasons,” they explained. And it was truly delicious.

Minced meat floated in a thick, boldly flavored broth, and the large cubes of winter melon sat soft and full of taste.

Served in a bowl, it had a clear, uncomplicated deliciousness that made me feel like I could eat it forever.

After working up a sweat, I wanted to pour it over rice and shovel it down.

That I almost blurted out “Rice!” will remain a secret. But Tomoe and Mio were probably thinking something similar.

Or, in their case, alcohol.

“What’s that?”

After we’d spent a fair while walking around the farm, I noticed a patch where white flowers were blooming.

It wasn’t buckwheat. Closer to the ground grew leaves I recognized, along with white flowers.

“Clover?”

I’d seen the plant in the Demiplane, too. But seeing just clover spread across such a vast area felt unnatural. This looked distinctly cultivated.

Cultivating clover? Why?

Question marks filled my head.

Looking closer, I saw that the neighboring field was barley, its green leaves swaying across the whole stretch.

That one made sense; they’d harvest it and grind it into flour.

“Yes. You know it well,” Tōma said, his tone inviting me to ask anything I liked. “That is clover.”

“You go out of your way to plant and grow it?”

Come to think of it, Tamaki had mentioned something like this recently too…

“Clover is very popular as pasture grass.”

“Pasture grass is something you deliberately plant and grow?”

There was no such thing as a plant called a weed, and I vaguely understood that pasture grass wasn’t one specific species either.

Still, I’d never imagined that the familiar clover would be so popular.

“Cattle love clover, leguminous grasses like the alfalfa farther back, and grass-family pasture like the barley nearby,” Tōma explained. “They’re good for growth, and more importantly, perhaps because so many animals prefer them, they keep the livestock in a good mood. Around here, we use both dried fodder and pasture planting, letting the animals graze straight from the fields.”

“Alfalfa. I don’t think I’ve heard that name before.”

It sounded healthy, but also like it would taste awful.

“It’s a grass that blooms with small purple flowers, and its roots live for years and years. Once it takes hold in the soil, it hardly needs any care. If you raise livestock, I highly recommend it.”

Purple flowers, huh. That sounds like it might come in handy; I should hunt for some in the Demiplane, too. And if we couldn’t find any, we could always take some from here and cultivate it.

“I’m very interested,” I said. “Would it be possible to get a few plants as samples?”

“Yes, that should be fine. I’ll arrange it. Shall we deliver them to your inn later? Or would you rather we hand them over when you leave Mizuha, so you don’t have to carry them?”

Tōma looked toward Mio, who had already taken sample after sample of vegetables and fruit. She carried the tremendous heap without the slightest sign of strain, and held still more in her hands.

“We’ll take them now,” Mio said, answering his gaze with a nod.

“Alfalfa is pasture grass, not really suited as an ingredient…”

“That’s no problem at all,” Mio declared with a bright smile.

Well, in our case, the moment we reached the inn, we could just send everything to the Demiplane.

“Of course,” Tōma said with a confused nod, then called out to someone working nearby.

The alfalfa arrived shortly afterward.

Hmm… now that I looked, yes. It did resemble a wild plant that bore tiny pea-like pods. I had a feeling that one bloomed with purple flowers, too.

It made sense that alfalfa belonged to the legume family. If anything, I was more surprised that clover belonged there.

“Cattle aren’t the only ones that eat it. Horses and sheep do as well,” Tōma went on, warming to the subject. “Sheep vary quite a bit by individual taste, though, so it’s best to prepare several types of pasture grass. Many horses eat it with nearly as much enthusiasm as cattle. Ah, and I mentioned purple flowers, but do be careful. In pastures, you’ll sometimes spot a plant called thistle, which livestock rarely enjoy eating. Its flowers are purple too, and it has thorns, which makes it a nuisance.”

Tōma really knew his stuff.

All these details about pasture grasses fascinated me. I wanted to hear more later, even if it had to wait for the banquet.

Thistle, apparently, made poor pasture grass.

I couldn’t remember ever picking one, so I had no idea how bad the thorns were, but yes, I could imagine the flower well enough.

“Thistle,” Mio murmured, as if something had come back to her.

“Mio?”

“I believe one of the animals we keep at home eats thistles quite happily…”

“So, creatures like that do exist.”

“Thistles?” This time, Tōma reacted with genuine interest. “That’s hard to believe. What an intriguing story.”

And so our peaceful time at the farm wound down.

A rather well-dressed person came running over, and Ayase stepped forward to handle them.

“Excuse me,” Ayase said once she’d taken the message. “We’ve just received word from the corps. The banquet will be ready shortly.”

Ah, right. A messenger. Once again, I was reminded that we and the demons were pretty much the only ones who used telepathy so casually in daily life.

“If we head back now, there will still be a little time to spare,” Ayase explained. “The captain asked that you stop by your inn first and drop off your luggage. Would that be all right?”

“Yes, that would help.”

We’d bought quite a bit, and the farm had piled on a fair amount too. Mio was the one carrying most of it, though.

There’d been no stopping her.

“Then I’ll guide you to the Hisuitei.”

“Oh, the Hisuitei. Can’t go wrong there,” Chūgo said.

“I believe you’ll be quite satisfied with your stay,” Tōma added.

So, it was a well-known local inn. That gave me something to look forward to.

After all, this was the gateway city of the nation, a sizable place, and the inn was good enough to earn an approving nod from the locals.

Far more reliable than picking one at random.

“It sounds like a wonderful inn. I’m looking forward to it,” I said with a bow. “Lead the way.”

Then I followed the dragon knights.

A big bath would really lift my mood.
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“Oho, this seems like quite a comfortable room,” Tomoe said, looking around with open satisfaction. “Just as that captain claimed, this is a fine inn.”

“It’s certainly far more proper than that log house from before,” Mio said. “And the owner wasn’t trying to swindle us either.”

By the time the three members of the Roaring Dragon Unit escorted us to the inn they’d arranged, almost all the procedures were already done. We signed our names and were smoothly shown to our room.

The atmosphere was excellent, the room spacious. There were even tatami mats, and a calming scent filled the whole place.

No flattery, this was a seriously good inn.

While traveling, your lodging could make or break the whole journey.

In the modern world, you could research everything—atmosphere, price, location—online before leaving and book a room on the spot. But this was another world.

I’d expected we’d have to hunt for lodging in Lorel, the way Shiki and I once had on the way to the academy. This was a pleasant surprise indeed. No trouble at all, and a perfect hit.

The inn the Roaring Dragon Unit recommended was beyond reproach.
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“We’ve secured the finest inn in the region,” said Tōma.

Truly, thank you, Sairitsu-sama.

At that inn came one more declaration.

“We’ve prepared the finest room.”

Yes. Of course, they had.

The room was good, naturally. And available, naturally.

Reserve an expensive room at an expensive inn, and that was simply what you got.

Unless the city was in some special season, it seemed the best room had sat perfectly vacant through the current off-season.

A poor inn might well have soured Tomoe and Mio’s moods.

The place had taste, the two of them were in high spirits, and I had the feeling I’d sleep well.

Besides, with this much space, sharing a single room would be no problem at all.

“Hmm, hmm. As expected, the style differs greatly from other countries,” Tomoe said, practically glowing as she surveyed the room. “This is, how shall I put it… modeled after a ryokan or hatago, is it not, Young Master?”

We’d recreated architectural styles like this in the Demiplane, but this was the first time she’d met one running as an actual inn in this world.

“The hallway was wooden flooring, but the room even has tatami,” I said. “They don’t seem quite the same as Japan’s, but there’s no doubt they were modeled after them.”

Though tinged a faint reddish-brown, they were unmistakably tatami.

Maybe the local substitute for rush grass grew in that color, or maybe it had originally been some other shade, and this was as close as they could get to tatami. I couldn’t say.

The scent was similar, but not quite right.

Still, that was only against the tatami I knew. Here in Lorel, these unquestionably served as tatami.

The room itself was laid out exactly like a Japanese-style room.

Just as I’d thought, among the Japanese revered as sages in Lorel, some must have longed for their original world and wanted to recreate at least a sliver of it.

This country had built good relations with the dwarves, so they should have been able to make better use of stone and brick, yet most houses here were wooden.

Come to think of it, while we were eating our way around town, I’d found anko with the exact color and flavor I remembered.

It wasn’t mainly used inside mochi, though. It turned up mostly in cakes and the like. In some regions, apparently, they would put it in mochi and eat it that way.

They put it in bread too: anpan.

It tasted exactly as I remembered, and the nostalgia hit hard. For some reason, my body started demanding milk.

Luckily, I found bottled milk, and that satisfied me completely.

Perfect.

When thrown into another world, did Japanese people chase the taste of home above all else? Or did they simply chase whatever was delicious?

At this rate, I had a feeling soy sauce and miso might turn up somewhere easily enough.

Tracing the claw marks—or rather, the footprints—left by the Japanese who had spent their lives in this country might not be a bad way to pass the time.

If the situation in Tsige shifted suddenly, I’d have to return right away, but once we worked things out with the mercenary company, maybe I could spare a little time.

I wanted to learn about whoever built that railway, if I could. Maybe there was a museum or an archive somewhere.

“Oooh!”

“Oh my!”

Tomoe and Mio, who’d been inspecting the room, let out cries of delight while I was lost in thought.

“What is it, you two?”

“Well, this is a pleasant miscalculation,” Tomoe said, her voice dancing. “We’ve found something splendid.”

“It truly has been a while,” Mio said with a sweet laugh. “Ufufufu!”

“Um, w-wait, this is—!?”

The finest room in the finest inn in town, perhaps.

In one corner of the room, beyond a wooden door, sat something deeply nostalgic. Something I’d seen in this world before.

“To think it comes with an open-air bath. How tasteful,” Tomoe said.

“Ever since we bathed together that one time, I’ve had so few chances to wash your back,” Mio said, smiling with dangerous serenity. “Tonight, I should be able to tend to you at leisure.”

Ohh, seriously?

Not just a big communal bath, but one in the room itself. I couldn’t smell much, but was this hot-spring water? The way the water flowed continuously certainly gave that impression.

Ever since I made a pathetic spectacle of myself in the mountains of Kaleneon, I’d quietly avoided mixed bathing.

This was far too much of an accident at first sight.

Compact though it was, a beautifully arranged rock bath and a tub of hinoki, or some similar wood, sat there steaming as hot water poured in.

I remembered seeing on television that expensive ryokan had rooms like this, but I never imagined I’d actually stay in one. And with two women, no less.

What kind of situation was this?

Ha ha ha. Go explode.

A natural reaction here would be to point and shout that in frustration. Yet for some reason, the one being pointed at was me. A mystery.

“Ending the first day by soaking our fatigue away in a hot spring! Splendid,” Tomoe declared.

“A perfect ending makes up for everything that came before,” Mio agreed.

Tomoe and Mio were working themselves up on their own, so I had to warn them properly.

“This time, I’ll do my best not to get lightheaded from the heat. You two should hold yourselves back as well.”

“If you mean what happened last time, don’t give it a second thought!” Tomoe said cheerfully. “Everyone’s like that at first. What matters is experience. Experience.”

“And even if it happens again, we’ll take proper care of you,” Mio added. “Please, feel free to succumb to the heat without restraint.”

OK, yeah, they don’t have the slightest intention of holding back.

It was painfully obvious they’d heard only the first half of what I said.

Pretending not to hear the inconvenient parts, huh… Well, I asked them politely, and this was what I got.

Ah, come to think of it, back in Zetsuya, I’d wandered off from the inn and stumbled onto Toa’s younger sister, Rinon.

After that came an attack, and all sorts of other trouble.

Right.

If we picked up someone like Rinon again, we could probably let the whole mixed-bathing issue fade into confusion.

Please, let there be someone in trouble lying around somewhere.
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“Could it be?” Tomoe murmured, sounding exasperated.

“What is it, Tomoe?” I replied in kind.

We were on the way back from the banquet at the dragon knight dormitory. The banquet had been exactly as advertised: lively, yet neatly wrapped up while the night was still young. It left me with a favorable impression of Captain Ryōma and the Land Dragon Corps.

The shopping, the relic tour, and the farm inspection had all been fun too.

“Taking an inn. Going out for a meal. Are those the kind of flags that set off incidents around you, Young Master?”

“That’s a terrible way to put it, Tomoe. It’s not that I cause incidents. They just happen. Either way, I’m not the one doing anything, am I?”

Someone else booked the inn for us. Someone else invited us to dinner.

I’d secretly wished for something, sure, but still.

“Young Master, Young Master,” Mio whispered in my ear.

“What is it, Mio?”

“Why don’t we pretend we never saw this one? If we quietly drag it to the side of the street, surely someone else will handle it.”

Tomoe immediately joined in.

“For once, I agree with you, Mio. Young Master, I too believe that would be best this time. What say you?”

“You two really want to get back to the inn that badly?”

““As soon as physically possible!”” the two of them said in perfect unison.

Dinner had served up plenty of unfussy dishes made from Mizuha’s local specialties, the Land Dragon Corps’ famous fare among them. Afterward, the three of us walked back to the inn like normal, trading ordinary remarks like, “That was good,” and “Yes, very good.”

Mizuha seemed safe enough, with people still out walking, even at night. But once we turned down one narrow street, then another, a fittingly dangerous atmosphere began to drift around us.

Tomoe and Mio, who couldn’t wait to get back to the inn, ducked into a side path that must have been a shortcut.

It wasn’t me, okay? Tomoe and Mio were the ones who suggested it.

Of course, we ran straight into something.

Ha ha ha.

There, a child gripping a toy-like sword stood facing several adults. And a proper glow of magic dwelled in that sword.

I didn’t know how effective it was, but lighting up your own position in the dark struck me as questionable.

It wasn’t that no situation could turn that to your advantage, but still.

“If it were a brawl between drunks, fine,” I said quietly. “But just looking at this, it reeks of a crime, doesn’t it?”

“If anything, it reeks of pure misbehavior,” Tomoe muttered. “Ahh, why could I not endure just a few minutes more back there?”

“Haa. The open-air bath isn’t going anywhere, it is true,” Mio said, sounding deeply deflated. “Rushing never leads anywhere good. Perhaps there are times when one must stand firm and prepare to meet bliss head-on.”

“I cannot deny it. Still, those people seem rather leisurely for attackers. Now then…”

Mio was so disappointed that I could barely make out what she was saying anymore.

Tomoe radiated pure annoyance.

Neither of them had a shred of motivation. But we were helping anyway.

If anything, that kid should have been the one saving me, in more senses than one. Still, Tomoe had a point. The attackers, if that was what they were, seemed oddly relaxed.

They didn’t seem to have noticed us either.

“Princess, come back, please!” one of the adults called out, his voice strained. “If there’s something on your mind, just command us and we’ll—”

“Silence, silence! I myself shall go and oversee the land survey! I will even pay to hire the people personally! There is no need for concern!”

A land survey?

Or an inspection?

The latter was one thing, but the former wasn’t something a kid could do, was it?

And princess?

I’d thought we’d stumbled on another Rinon lying around, but the situation seemed a little different. No, this was very different.

“Princess, if anything were to happen to you, how could I, Shōgetsu, ever face your father—”

“Father? Just hand him some of his beloved Wakaba Manjū, and he’ll forget I exist!”

“Th-that’s far too cruel a thing to say, Princess!”

Correction.

A closer look revealed the adults to be a mixed group of men and women. A few had drawn their single-edged blades, but they kept the edges carefully turned away from the child.

Not quite katanas, then. The child, meanwhile, brandished her bare, magic-infused sword, holding the adults at bay.

Yes. This was exactly the kind of thing I didn’t want to get dragged into.

“The bad smell’s gone,” I said. “Let’s call this a heartwarming little street performance and head home.”

My instincts insisted that getting dragged into this would be worse than mixed bathing.

Mio started moving at once, ready to obey and hurry home.

Tomoe, however, stayed put. She wouldn’t budge. And she was starting to grin.

Ah. This one’s read someone’s memories.

“In any case!” Shōgetsu cried. “Wave that thing around all you like; we can’t withdraw! Akashi, Yuzuki. We’ll drag the princess back to Kannaoi by force if we must. Don’t hurt her!”

“As you command!”

“Aye!”

Somehow, the two of them reminded me of Tomoe and Mio.

Akashi and Yuzuki, the two women, rushed the child, trying to restrain her without injury. Plainly, no crime was in progress, either.

Leave it. Walking away is the smart move.

The name Kannaoi had come up.

What were we supposed to do, pick up a bomb before we’d even arrived?

Before I could retreat—

“Hold, I say!”

Huh!? That voice was way too familiar!?

Whoa, Tomoe’s gone!?

I glanced to my side, and she was no longer there.

Hearing the name Kannaoi, the city likely to be our longest stay this whole Lorel visit, made walking away the obvious, sensible choice.

“Gah!?”

“Guh!”

No!

Akashi and Yuzuki collapsed just shy of the child!

To-mo-e!

A soft warmth brushed against my feet.

Just as I’d expected. Or maybe not.

Tomoe stood before the princess with the glowing sword, the larger of her two blades already drawn.

Before I pointed it out to her, Tomoe had favored her wakizashi, Shirafuji. But once I told her a little about what a wakizashi could signify, she’d taken to drawing the larger blade, Yajū Kuroryū, more often.

Either way, Tomoe could usually handle most opponents barehanded, so unless she faced someone truly exceptional, she rarely drew a blade at all. And yet here she was, going out of her way to draw one.

That sword was a dwarven-made katana, its core a strange wood said to have endured an ancient mountain fire head-on.

Harder than metal, forgeable, and yet still wood that wouldn’t yield to a mountain fire. As far as I was concerned, the material made no sense from start to finish.

In any case, it was a fire-attribute blade paired with Shirafuji.

“To surround a single young child with so many adults—is that the conduct of grown men and women? Shame on you!”

Wait, Tomoe heard the whole situation, and that’s what she’s saying?

“Are you all right, little one? You’re safe now. There, there. I shall protect you.”

Tomoe leveled her blade and struck a dramatic pose as Shōgetsu scrambled to explain himself.

“Wait, wait, wait! There are circumstances! I can’t get into the details, but there are circumstances! We have absolutely no intention of harming that—”

“The words of those who draw weapons and threaten a child with numbers aren’t worth hearing!”

Was Shōgetsu born under a star that never let him finish a sentence?

It was enough to make a man cry.

Ah, no. I could feel my eyes rolling upward, halfway to showing the whites.

In other words, I didn’t want to face reality.

Tomoe’s sword flashed.

The heat wave born of that slash blew Shōgetsu and the others away, sending them crashing into the building behind them.

It happened so suddenly that not even a proper scream escaped them.

Ah. At least she hadn’t committed a crime severe enough to turn them to charcoal.

Had Tomoe meant to, even the inn we were staying at farther beyond them would probably have been reduced to ash.

Tomoe’s hot wind brushed past my cheek.

“Are you injured?” Tomoe asked.

The child stared up at her.

“…”

“Well, little one? Is something—”

“Amazing… Amazing! You’re as strong as the legendary swordmaster Iori!”

“A swordmaster, am I? What a fine-sounding word.”

“Ah, but Grandpa—no, no! Are those ruffians all right?”

“Of course. I struck them with the back of the blade.”

“Waaah…!”

That “waaah” wasn’t born from horror, but from admiration. Even from here, I could tell the child’s eyes were sparkling.

Going by how the adults looked, I figured Tomoe had left them with some serious bruises and burns. Did “the back of the blade” really cover that?

Akashi and Yuzuki were probably pretty banged up, too.

Well, this was Tomoe. She’d probably just claim her “back-of-the-blade strike” followed the Mugai-ryū style. Cutting tendons and calling it nonlethal struck me as an absurdly Sengoku-era interpretation, but still.

In the sense that they weren’t dead, she’d shown restraint.

“Young Master…” Mio pinched the edge of my clothes, and I read the meaning in her pleading eyes.

“Yeah. Let’s head back to the inn,” I agreed.

Probably with that child in tow, though.

“Thank goodness. I thought the bath might be canceled,” Mio said, visibly relieved. “Your back, your back♪”

Huh?

We got Next Rinon, so wasn’t that supposed to be skipped?

Thus, my first day in Mizuha—unusually peaceful, for me—wore on, leaving behind one last enormous bomb.
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A short while before the Kuzunoha Company party departed for the Lorel Union, the students at Rotsgard Academy, where the scars of that tragic incident were slowly healing, had begun settling back into their daily routines.

Out on an open field, a certain practical-skills lecture was underway.

As usual, Abelia and the others had come for the lecture taught by the temporary instructor, Raidou. What surprised them was the crowd of new faces gathered there; there were dozens of them.

Ever since the mutant incident, the academy’s students had changed considerably. Fewer and fewer of them merely wished to graduate, but instead wanted to acquire real, reliable strength.

Then a sudden floating sensation, laced with a faint drunkenness, washed over the students attending the lecture.

The many first-timers took it for nothing more than a strange feeling. No other lecture demanded they stay on guard to such a degree, so their confusion was understandable.

However, the original group, those who’d taken Raidou’s lectures from the start, knew exactly what was behind that sense of wrongness.

Abelia, of course, was one of them.

This is a barrier, she realized. But what for?

At the very start of the lecture, Raidou and his assistant Shiki had set to work building some kind of technique together, in tandem. And now every student had been sealed off inside some kind of barrier.

Raidou and Shiki had already disappeared, and she couldn’t sense their presence either.

In fact—

Huh? There’s no one here but me!?

Had it been Shiki alone, she might have expected the lecture to stay within the bounds of common sense. But with Raidou running the show, that assumption no longer held.

Every so often, he did outrageous things.

Once, he’d summoned powerful monsters from who-knew-where and made the students fight them.

Lately, Shiki had also been training Abelia just as recklessly whenever they were away from the academy lecture setting.

That sprang from Abelia’s own craving for strength, driven by her single-minded wish to stay near Shiki. And because he met that wish head-on in his own way, she was genuinely happy about it.

Raidou and Shiki wouldn’t dream of giving everyone the same lecture this time, not with so many new participants mixed in.

Think.

Abelia braced herself and forced her spirit back into order. To land a job with the Kuzunoha Company, she needed strength. There wasn’t much she could do right now, but the one thing she absolutely couldn’t neglect was to think and respond.

An illusion. Isolation and illusion. That has to be what they’re using to trap us.

Her body moved.

Whether she was truly the one moving it was another question, but still.

From the ground of the empty outdoor lecture field, monsters caked in black mud oozed up and closed in on her.

Sensing clear hostility from them, Abelia moved to intercept.

Her arrows and spells both worked as usual, and they seemed to land, but fighting like this would never end.
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Since her intuition told her this was an illusion, the way to break through was to overcome the technique itself.

To gauge how much leeway she had, Abelia deliberately took a hit that she could easily recover from.

“Gh!”

Even so, it hurt quite a lot.

Her skin split open as naturally as if the wound were real, and blood welled out, but she healed herself at once with recovery magic.

With illusion magic as commonly understood, you took no direct damage once you’d seen through the illusion—even if a barrier reinforced it. But Raidou and Shiki had set this up together, so common sense probably didn’t apply.

At worst, the barrier might exist only to isolate the students, and this could actually be teleportation. The illusion itself might be nothing more than an unreinforced blind meant to fool the senses.

After all, she could no longer sense Jin, Shifu, or any of the others who’d been right beside her when class began. She couldn’t even hear their voices.

A faint fear of the situation (or rather, of the two instructors) took root in Abelia’s heart.

Suddenly, the black mud monsters swelled, their killing intent climbing higher and their movements sharpening all at once. Abelia took an involuntary step back, her face tightening.

So that’s how it works.

Apparently, the attacks grew fiercer over time. Or perhaps they fed on her fear. Either way, the design was in terrible taste.

“But this is an illusion. And a lecture. So, it can be broken. I can absolutely break it!”

That was one of the lessons Abelia Hopleys had learned since she’d started training with the Kuzunoha Company: so long as it wasn’t an actual battle, Raidou and Shiki almost never set students a task they truly couldn’t accomplish.

She kept moving, deflecting and downing the mud monsters as she searched for a flaw in the barrier or a clue to break the illusion.

Fortune seemed to favor her, because she found it before long.

A spot where the scenery distorted ever so slightly.

She raised her magic power, wrapped it around an arrow, and loosed it straight into that point.

Her movements were clean and polished, without a trace of danger or hesitation.

She didn’t realize it herself, but that single action proved how steadily she’d been growing stronger.

Then she felt a barrier collapse, distinct and unmistakable.

“I did it!” Abelia cried out before she could stop herself.

Like a thin skin peeling away, the world, overflowing with black mud monsters, faded, and she was back where she’d been, beneath the same scenery.

Her upper body sprang upright like a released coil. Had she been lying down?

Abelia took stock of her own condition in an instant, then looked around.

Her classmates Jin and Daena were already up in similar positions, glancing restlessly around them. A hint of frustration rose in Abelia’s chest.

So, I wasn’t first.

The words Shiki had used to scold her more than once came back to her.

I don’t have as much talent as the others.

Even if she sacrificed sleep to train, there was no guarantee she could surpass her limits.

In fact, even after she’d begun that kind of training, Jin and the others were still right beside her, or even ahead of her, just like this.

Real geniuses are such a problem.

A wry smile touched Abelia’s lips as she felt the same emotion her instructor, Raidou, sometimes directed toward those geniuses.

But that’s fine. At the very least, I’m keeping up. If I close the gap bit by bit, then one day I’ll pass them. No, I’ll make sure I do.

Once more, Abelia felt pure gratitude for these fulfilling days, days spent being trained and polished by Rotsgard Academy and the Kuzunoha Company.

“Huh?”

As she thought that, she found Raidou and Shiki watching her with surprise.

Wait. Did they think I couldn’t even manage this much? Ugh. If that’s true, that might actually sting. No, maybe they’d expected even more of me. In that case, that hurts even worse.

In an instant, Abelia was seized by the urge to cry.

Around her, the other original members—Shifu, Yuno, Izumo, and Mithra—still groaned in their sleep.

The new students went without saying. Wiped out, they writhed all over the floor.

If I’m third, then I did pretty well, didn’t I?

Sometimes, all Abelia could do was ride the dizzying swing of her emotions.

※※※



“Jin was a fluke—he just kicked aside everything he could reach. And Daena burned that focused enhancement magic early, then happened to stumble onto a flaw by chance.”

Shiki nodded to Makoto (Raidou, the temporary instructor) as they watched the students trapped in the illusion. Daena called that explosive enhancement magic his “Super Enhancement” series, numbering each version under his own personal system, though Makoto didn’t know the details. The numbering currently went up to five.

“Yes.”

“They didn’t break through the way we intended, did they?”

“No. Next time, we will need to think more carefully about the conditions.”

“If Tomoe, the original, had done it, she’d probably manage better. Well, in that case, I’ll take care of those two.”

“Yes. I have prepared a special bow for you. Here.”

What Shiki handed Makoto was an arrow tipped not with an arrowhead, but a suction cup.

The bow wasn’t the one Makoto usually used, either. It was a standard-issue bow for students learning archery at the academy, and crudely made at that.

It was smaller and weaker even than the bow and arrows Makoto had first received in this world from the highland orcs.

When Makoto became an instructor here, he’d acquired Feather Touch EX in the arts of patience and holding back.

According to Shiki, however, “People would still die quite easily from that.”

At that, Makoto could only laugh.

So, Makoto did his utmost to use his bow only with Bridt or, failing that, against Shiki. Even on the rare occasions during lectures when he sniped at students, he of course never aimed for vital points.

Jin and the other original members, though, had already reached the point where they needed to take the next step. Shiki figured they needed an environment where Makoto could somehow bring himself to hold a bow. And so, here they were.

Makoto saw this as a textbook case of how did it come to this?

“Oh?”

The sound slipped out of Shiki before he could stop it.

Searching for the cause, Makoto scanned the students still lying down and saw that one more had awakened.

“Well now…”

It was Abelia.

And no fluke either. She’d broken through the illusion cleanly, within the time allowed. Impressive.

For the record, the hallucination Makoto and Shiki had prepared this time was designed to grow easier to break the more time passed.

At the same time, they’d arranged for the attack illusions to intensify. Any student who couldn’t observe calmly would only sink deeper.

Even so, Abelia had awakened early. By Raidou and Shiki’s reckoning, that put her in first place.

“Does Abelia have strong resistance to techniques?” Makoto wondered aloud.

“Resistance to magic, you mean? That aptitude doesn’t improve much after birth, but this is a real surprise. I’ve been training her, and yet, for that girl to…”

“You’re pretty fond of her, aren’t you, Shiki? She radiates ‘I love Shiki’ from every pore, so I imagine it doesn’t feel half bad.”

“Raidou-sama, I am not paying special attention to Abelia for that reason.”

“Yes, yes. I know. If that were the reason, you’d end up hauling most of the female students back to the company to dote on them. All joking aside, that does sound like it could happen .”

Makoto sighed, picturing Shiki’s usual state of affairs at the academy.

In truth, it’s probably because he’s uncovering fresh talent in Abelia. She’s surprisingly versatile. Each knack is modest on its own, but being able to do that many things is impressive.

At the same time, he felt glad to see how far a student he’d known for a good while had now come.

Shiki gave a slight frown at Makoto’s grumbling.

“As for the part-time work, it’s true that more than eighty percent of the applicants are female students, but… how should I put it? I find it unsatisfactory.”

“Well then, as Raidou-sensei, I suppose I’ll push those three a little harder with the bow.”

Rather than kyūdō, Makoto’s mind drifted to festival games.

If hitting them is safe, maybe I should start aiming for the vital points I’ve avoided until now.

It was a bit of a dangerous thought, but not one born of playfulness.

Even if the attack posed no real threat, being struck somewhere tied directly to death, like the head, heart, or throat, was frightening enough. He figured it might make them resist in earnest.

Ah, right. This feels like yōkyū. Maybe an archery range was something like this, although the tips were suction cups.

Still, comparing it to a festival stall would be too disrespectful, Makoto decided. And so Instructor Raidou’s bonus lesson for his high-achieving students became a deeply meaningful one, echoing with the screams of all three.

※※※



After Raidou’s lecture—which seemed to have climbed a level—ended safely (probably), the students held their customary review meeting.

Several juniors, still pale-faced, clung to their seniors anyway and trailed them all the way to the library.

“Senpaiii… If we take lectures like that every time, we’re going to die someday.”

“Shut up. And listen,” Jin said coldly, dealing briskly with Junior Candidate A, who’d immediately started whining. “You won’t die, so relax. Worst case, they’ll yank you back right before it happens.”

After he broke through the illusion, Raidou’s arrows had ruled him fatally wounded dozens of times over. The fact that Raidou was holding back only made it more frustrating. The arrows still landed with absurd ease.

For once, Jin felt like crying.

Mithra’s face twitched at Jin’s words.

“That sounds less like you won’t die and more like you can’t even die.”

“Don’t, Mithra.” Daena shook his head like someone who didn’t want to remember. “Jin, Abelia, and I saw hell one more time after we got through that illusion. Of course, we’re bitter! I maxed out my reflexes with Super Enhancement Three, and still only realized I’d already been shot through after the fact.”

Shifu and Yuno, who’d apparently witnessed it firsthand, watched them with sympathy.

“That was… how do I put it? Mildly horrifying. How many dozens of times did you all die?” Shifu asked.

“After I finally woke up, I watched next to Sis,” Yuno said with a shiver. “Could arrows always hit heads, hearts, and necks that cleanly without magic? They’re starting to feel like some absurd instant-kill weapon.”

“Eyes,” Abelia suddenly murmured. Until now, she’d been silent and just as depressed as Jin.

“What do you mean, Abelia?” Izumo asked.

Abelia gave a weak smile and went on. Like Jin and Daena, her eyes looked utterly dead.

“He said even suction cups would be dangerous, so he avoided the eyes. And he’s right. With a bow, shooting an opponent through the eye is brutally effective. We’re taught it’s a lethal point too, but the way Raidou-sensei was shooting, I got the feeling that if things went badly, he could’ve shot out both our eyes at once while we were moving.”

Eyes.

Seriously? Jin thought.

Certainly, the academy taught that aiming arrows at the eyes was an effective tactic. But that came with several assumptions. It was more of an ideal form, really, setting aside whether anyone could actually pull it off.

First, it was something expected of archers fighting large monsters, not people. And the lethal weak point you aimed for was the head—not the eye, with pinpoint accuracy.

According to Raidou, because the eyes were usually exposed, they were vulnerable and easy to target. But ordinarily, no one could aim for them.

What he said was technically correct. The trouble was that normal people could only think about doing it. They couldn’t actually do it.

“Ah, Sensei was talking with Father about that a while back,” Yuno said. “He said painting your arrows black for a night battle and shooting out the enemy’s eyes is incredibly effective. With moonlight, it’s basically an archer’s paradise.”

“That isn’t an archer’s paradise,” Jin muttered. “That’s Raidou-sensei and no one else.”

“Even with that toy of a bow, when the arrows hit, they kind of thudded clean through you,” Daena said, his face looking like his soul had slipped halfway out of his body, eyes fixed somewhere in the distance. “Sensei and Shiki said there was no power behind them, but I relived my whole life several times over.”

Jin had seen the very same thing Daena had.

Raidou had told them, “You don’t have time to be watching your life flash before your eyes,” so he’d surely been through something similar himself.

In other words, somewhere out there existed a person who could make even Raidou feel what Daena, Jin, and the others had felt.

I don’t want to think about that right now.

For the foreseeable future, he’d probably throw everything he had into never reaching that state.

Fearsome indeed, that life-flashing-before-your-eyes state.

Jin began sorting through the points from the lecture he needed to reflect on.

“Still, I’m a proper spellcaster, and it shook me that I took far longer than Jin or Daena to break the illusion,” Shifu said, unusually downcast.

Breaking through the illusion had taken her quite a while this time. Jin, of course, had just rampaged around on instinct and happened to succeed, but this was a complete fluke.

He considered saying as much, then stopped. It would do nothing to comfort her.

Knowing Shifu, she’d smile and say “Thank you,” but the words wouldn’t reach her heart at all.

Shifu carried herself like a young lady (and in truth, she was the daughter of an extraordinarily wealthy family), but if Jin knew one thing from their time together, it was that she and her younger sister Yuno were both intensely competitive.

“Same for me,” Izumo said, frustration etched deeply across his face. “It really hit me that widening my field of vision isn’t just about adding attributes I can use or more cards to my hand.”

For those who built their fighting style mainly around magic, this lecture on breaking illusions had turned into a rather heavy experience.

Jin began thinking through all sorts of things, including the follow-up from tomorrow on.

At his core, Jin liked looking after others, and he had the temperament of a leader.

“If even you seniors had that much trouble…”

The junior candidates who’d followed them this far were all promotion students, brought up to Rotsgard Academy’s main campus from branch schools in the surrounding cities. Since they’d advanced by sharpening their specialties, they tended toward the one-trick type common to branch-school students. Once they reached the main campus, meeting the standard demanded in other areas became difficult for them.

On that point, Jin himself doubted the main campus policy of demanding “minimum versatility” from everyone.

Raidou’s lecture came full circle as a kind of model example suited to the main campus, which perhaps made it feel even harsher.

The academy told students to master a personal specialty while still demanding at least all-rounder grades.

Raidou’s lecture told them to become reasonably capable at anything while refusing to let them turn generic.

The two seemed to demand opposite things, but in practice, once you met Raidou’s standards, the academy graded you as an exceptional student with straight As or better.

At the very least, that was what had happened to Jin and the others before they’d even noticed.

“When we first took the lecture, all we did was watch Raidou-sensei and Shiki hold a mock battle,” Jin said. “It wasn’t this brutal. Back then, we were probably way more immature than you are now, and he probably figured that making us break through an illusion like that from the start was impossible. So honestly, I’m a little jealous of you. I have no intention of letting you catch up, and absolutely none of letting you surpass me, but I’ll say this much. As long as you keep up with that Sensei’s lectures, you’ll never get weaker. You’ll absolutely grow stronger.”

Jin was laying it on a little thick for the juniors, although he didn’t know what Raidou and the others truly intended. But he did believe that much, even if only slightly. So, even though he figured it was up to them whether they came back and honestly didn’t care either way, he’d decided to give them some encouragement for now.

“Right. I’ve got absolutely no regrets about sticking it out this far,” Mithra said with a gentle smile, following Jin’s lead. “Your career options will definitely open up too. Work hard enough, and you can even earn bonus training from the Kuzunoha Company, which is incredible in its own way. I recommend it.”

Even so, a faint darkness surfaced in his eyes toward the end.

Since Mithra’s overall thrust was probably encouragement, Jin decided not to touch that and looked away from his classmate’s darkness.

Jin usually envied Mithra for the attention he got from Tomoe and Mio, Makoto’s closest aides. But after starting part-time work at the Kuzunoha Company, he’d come to realize something.

Whatever the results, Mithra too was enduring training harsh enough to feel like death.

“If you’re saying, ‘I’m going to die,’ you’ve still got plenty of room left,” Daena said. “Keep going. You’ll be fine. This is the lecture that’ll make you the strongest in this academy. And if even after hearing that, the urge to run still creeps up on you, student marriage is the best. Your escape routes vanish completely. A wife and child are the strongest.”

Daena was either encouraging them or quietly warning them off marriage.

Certainly, in the beginning, he was the one most likely to bolt.

Each time, he’d mutter something like “I have a family” or “I need results” and somehow push through.

Truthfully, watching Daena lately, Jin suspected the man simply enjoyed growing stronger and had only ever used his family as a convenient excuse. But he didn’t say so. Some things were better left as pretty stories.

“If you’re a spellcaster, the lectures here will change your world,” Izumo said with a wry smile. “You’ll have to do muscle training too. But you’ll also come to understand why it’s necessary. It’s a lecture like no other: one that trains your thinking muscles and your physical muscles alike. You should tell the other students who aren’t here, too. The fewer of us there are, the denser Sensei’s lectures become. That’s something to be grateful for, but at first it’s also a potent medicine that needs diluting.”

Izumo flexed his arm to show off the muscle. It was still slender, but it bore several scars, and more than that, he’d clearly put on muscle compared to before.

Even for a spellcaster, the body was your foundation in the end. That was another of the basics from Raidou’s lectures.

“Hmm, I don’t have anything special to add,” Yuno said. “But every one of you promotion students made it this far on your own, not on your family’s name, right? Then you already know when to take it easy and when to give everything you’ve got.”

Perhaps because Yuno came from a large merchant house, people often took her for a young lady. Which, in truth, she was.

The Rembrandt Company had enough financial muscle to buy a small nation outright.

Yet her words came less from a pampered noble’s daughter than from someone who’d watched the hungry, ambitious people grinding away at that company.

“Yes. If you’re guaranteed not to die and still can’t wager even yourself on it, there are plenty of easier paths you could take without bothering to come all the way to the main campus,” Shifu said, tilting toward the practical benefits. “It’s only a possibility, but you might also gain the added reward of getting acquainted with Raidou-sensei’s Kuzunoha Company.”

On the point of you’re guaranteed not to die, Jin agreed with her.

If they wouldn’t test themselves, expose themselves, and train now, then why had they come to the academy at all?

On the other hand, anyone aiming to graduate purely for the status should stay far away from Raidou.

Getting too close would only prove painful.

Then Abelia spoke up.

“Show your trump cards and your full strength here. No matter what you reveal, no matter how much you trust it, it absolutely will not work on them. Being forced to learn that in a lecture rather than in real combat is a stroke of luck. Grow stronger and stronger, then find the next thing. In Raidou-sensei and Shiki’s lectures, every one of us has picked up skills we never could have imagined before. If you’re searching for the real trump card or the last resort you can lean on, there’s no place with more chances for inspiration than this. I hope all of you settle in well as our juniors.”

At first, Jin and the others had also kept their own trump cards carefully hidden. After all, that was common sense at the academy. But looking back now, it had been utterly pointless.

Jin gave Abelia a small nod. Glancing around, he saw the other original students nodding deeply as well.

Yes. They should have laid everything bare and aimed higher together from the start.

Now, even that lost time felt like a waste.

If these juniors stayed and began that way from day one, Jin sincerely believed they’d gain far more.

In Jin, Daena, and Abelia’s case, though, the red suction-cup marks still on their foreheads made these impassioned speeches a little less than dignified.

When the meeting broke up, and the juniors murmured things like, “We’ll manage somehow,” Jin smiled wryly.

He could already tell that a few of their faces wouldn’t be back.

Raidou had told them he had no plans to cancel classes for the time being, and the city’s reconstruction had reached a stopping point, too.

They would train and be trained. Their academy life from here on would surely keep changing, little by little.

Ah, I’m looking forward to it.

Feeling the power coursing through both his hands, Jin fired himself up. He had no time to grow complacent.
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Being Instructor Raidou wasn’t easy.

However, I supposed it couldn’t be helped; no matter how much Shiki helped, I was fundamentally unsuited to teaching.

“Huh? You’re going to Lorel!?”

“Yes. I have some business to negotiate there.”

Haa. How many times had this happened now?

I’d figured I should at least tell my acquaintances in the Academy City that I was heading to the Lorel Union, so I was making the rounds to say my goodbyes, starting with Representative Zara.

Every time I told one person, explained that nothing would go wrong while I was away, and moved on, others I hadn’t even seen that day would somehow turn up pale-faced, having caught only the words “going to Lorel” or “traveling far away.”

By the time I finally finished the greetings I’d planned and returned to the Rotsgard shop, enough people had crammed into the store to make my head spin.

The worst of them was the academy office worker.

The moment he spotted me, he shoved through the crowd with a desperate, almost demonic look and reached me.

Then he dropped to the ground, crawled toward Shiki—no, toward my feet—and clung to me, sobbing, “You liar!”

This was the middle of the day, on a major street in the Academy City, where reconstruction had come far enough that the crowds were back. And the man clinging to me wasn’t a woman, but him.

There wasn’t a single point of salvation for me in that situation.

For a moment, I braced myself, wondering if I’d pushed too hard in class and a student had come to complain. Still, the word “liar” stung a little.

Once I’d somehow calmed him down and gotten him to explain, he told me he’d heard—from a concerned party, through a reliable source—that since I was going to Lorel, I’d be away from the academy for a while. Several months, even.

But here’s what I really think.

When you combine a “reliable source” with a “concerned party,” doesn’t the trustworthiness add up to zero?

It was suspicious enough to pass for coded language in some nonsense article from a newspaper with “sports” in its name.

Anyway, neither Shiki nor I had given him any notice about canceling lectures, and apparently, he’d never intended to accept such a notice about my class in the first place. As stress jabbed his stomach at Mach speed, his expression turned dangerously intense. And so here he was.

Come to think of it, there had been a slightly sour—no, let’s not touch that.

Just as he said, I hadn’t submitted any request to cancel class. That much was correct.

True, I was going to Lorel, but the trip had nothing to do with the academy, so I had no intention of canceling lectures.

I explained that classes would proceed as scheduled and sent him home. Though I’d need to follow up later on this business, about him never intending to accept a cancellation request.

After giving the same explanation again and again, I thought I’d finally dealt with everyone—only for Jin to show up next.

You’re here as a part-time worker, aren’t you?

No, I’ve never held a part-time job myself, okay?

Even so, when you’re doing something as work, your position shifts at least a little from that of an ordinary student. There are lines you’re supposed to understand. Probably.

“W-wait, um…! What about the lectures!?”

With a crisp spaan, Jin’s head snapped downward.

“Jin! You’re supposed to be working!”

Abelia’s paper fan had cracked across the back of his head, cutting him off. She was working part-time with us, too—no, currently in training.

I checked the handle and found a mark: the single kanji for “pain,” circled.

Ah. That one.

I vaguely remembered hearing that three kinds of paper fans had been made: one that made a loud sound and barely hurt; one for which the pain scaled with the sound; and one that made no sound at all and hurt the most.

They were joke products, of course. Or at least, the first one was.

I wasn’t sure about Abelia’s methods, but this was the shop’s back room. No customer would see it. So, it just barely passed.

The two of them were sorting through the store inventory.

“Ghh!! Abe… lia! You… that thing hurts!”

Jin crouched, clutching his head with both hands as he labored to get the words out.

According to Eris, the sound-and-pain version was “still delicious.”

Talk like that was exactly why, back when there had only been two kinds, a third and final version was made.

That girl was supposed to be clever, in theory.

Apparently, the silent-agony version had “no blood, no tears, and no laughs,” and those words were taken as proof of completion.

I’d heard it had originally been made by volunteers in the company to punish Eris.

If it was delicious, the whole thing was pointless.

By the way, the final version bore a skull mark instead of a kanji.

“I’m sorry, Representative.” Abelia straightened at once. “We’ll get back to work right away.”

“No, I already answered, so I may as well tell him. Jin, the lecture schedule hasn’t changed, so don’t worry about it. Keep up the hard work.”

“Th-thanks!” Jin blurted.

“Don’t let Lime’s way of talking rub off on you too much. If you’re going to model yourself on someone, make it Aqua. She’s safer.”

Safe was justice.

Safe was important.

A truth people surprisingly failed to notice.

“Yes, sir!” Jin’s answer overlapped with a voice calling for me.

“Young Master, Young Master!”

“The tiny one heading this way is especially not someone to use as a reference,” I said. “She’s a lost cause.”

Too late was bad. Absolutely bad.

Realizing who was calling me Young Master, I smiled wryly.

Jin and Abelia must have felt the same, because both looked faintly troubled. Well, she was talented and their senior, too, so their reaction made sense.

“What is it, Eris?”

“Ah, Young Master. Heh… personally looking after the bottom-rung part-timers? What a model representative! Hail the great merchant fit to run a three-tsubo shop!”

Just as weird as ever, Eris.

“You didn’t need the part-time part. And three tsubo is tiny. Also, I feel like I’m being insulted somehow. Are you slowly creeping your defensive range toward Tomoe’s territory?”

“At first it was forced on me, but in the end, they power-trained me into getting used to it.”

“Hey now.”

“But recently I learned how broad-minded period dramas can be. They’re allowed to have computers and Western countries in them, and that opened my eyes. So to speak.”

“…”

“Well, the screen was bulky, so it was probably more of a word processor than a computer. Either way, I love anything that goes wild in a good way.”

“I see.”

“You see… ahem.”

Another obscure episode, huh.

True enough; even famous period-drama series had entries where the characters touched computers, went abroad, or otherwise flew completely off the rails. But if she was going to watch those, I’d rather she see the ones where the protagonists’ shadowy trades got cool, stylish action sequences.

Knowing Eris, though, she was fixated on some other character with a bizarre killing technique.

I could tell she was itching to talk about it, but today I decided not to touch the subject. Plus, I wasn’t confident I could stop her.

“So, what do you need?” I asked.

“Mm, so cold. But some girls like that. Gorgons are basically perverts. You have a guest.”

Naturally, I didn’t dignify the gorgon remark with a response.

Jin and Abelia shouldn’t have met any gorgons yet. I planned to introduce them later as the sort of opponents who decided a match the instant they were encountered—the kind the current students couldn’t handle on sight.

“A guest? I shouldn’t have any appointments. Who is it?”

“He’s with those little chicks over there. Gizmo? No, Rizmo?”

Eris was playing dumb and not even trying to hide it.

“Don’t play around with people’s names. Izumo, huh. That’s unexpected. Well, I’ll go see him.”

“Then I shall guide—”

“Eris, you don’t have to. Go help those two with—”

“They were too slow, so I already finished half of it myself. As for the rest, at that pace they’ll be done in a little over an hour.”

“You never miss a trick.”

“Can’t be helped. Ba-na-na?”

“Fine, fine. Bananas, right? I’ll talk to someone. Jin, Abelia, handle the rest carefully.”

“Yes! Yeah! Work hard, little chicks.”

After calling out to Jin and Abelia, Eris swaggered ahead in high spirits, both hands clasped behind her head, looking thoroughly pleased with herself.

“No way. She really did finish everything over there…”

“At Eris-san’s level, does inventory organize itself the moment she opens her mouth? She’s on another dimension. Fearsome indeed, the clone assassination art.”

“Was it assassination art? I feel like the technique had a different name.”

Leaving Abelia and Jin trembling behind me at Eris’s cheerful work ethic, I returned to the shop floor where Izumo waited.
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“So? You wanted to talk without even bringing in Shiki. What’s this about?”

Izumo wore a solemn expression.

The first words out of his mouth were “Lorel Union.”

Again? I thought, but he pressed on, face tense and troubled, saying he wanted to speak with just the two of us.

That really was unusual; I’d always assumed Izumo trusted Shiki far more completely than he trusted me.

Still, Izumo hailed from Lorel.

He was also a student of the academy, and neither he nor the school stood against the company or me. Since he’d gone out of his way to come, I decided to hear him out.

We could hardly talk standing around on the shop floor, so I led him to a back room.

“You’re headed to Lorel, aren’t you?” I asked.

“For business negotiations. Let me say this up front: the lecture schedule won’t change.”

I’ve gotten used to talking the way I taught: through writing, I thought in a corner of my mind as I spoke with Izumo.

“Ah, right. And where in Lorel are you off to?”

He must have been pretty confused.

The usual Izumo would have heard that classes would go on as normal, then pressed me with questions: how did I mean to reach Lorel, how did I plan to get back, and so on.

Not that it would have done him any good. I’d only have answered, “By a secret method,” so his silence was a relief.

“We’re heading for a city called Kannaoi, and from there… well, some labyrinth.”

Dark, damp, narrow passages. A crushing weight in the air. Just saying it brought the image back.

Ahh, I hate it. I hate it.

“!? You mean the Great Labyrinth of Yasokatsui!?”

“So, it really is famous in Lorel. That’s the one. Back in the Academy City, no one breathed that name except people tied to adventurers.”

Izumo didn’t nod, didn’t murmur. He simply fell silent.

From this reaction, did that labyrinth tie into Izumo somehow? Come to think of it, Shiki had mentioned something about Izumo’s family once…

“The other party in your negotiations. Is it the Iksabe family, or the Osakabe family?” he asked.

“Neither. A mercenary company called Picnic Rose Garden,” I replied.

“…”

“What’s wrong?”

Every trace of expression drained from Izumo’s tense face, replaced by a magnificent nothingness that was honestly a little scary.

I couldn’t even tell if he was surprised. And something he’d said bothered me. The Iksabe family? The Osakabe family?

Come to think of it, Sairitsu had promised us a Mito Komon–style travel pass that would let us go anywhere freely, but she’d told us next to nothing about the country’s internal situation.

No civil conflicts in plain sight, and things were generally peaceful. Apparently.

When I asked whether things were a bit turbulent, she just smiled. “Only a little within our sphere.”

That “our” was the frightening part.

Still, every major nation probably had some degree of political struggle, and I supposed that level still counted as peaceful.

Hm, right. Iksabe is Izumo’s family name.

Ah! Shiki said something about Izumo being tied to a main family and a branch family in Lorel.

I see. So Kannaoi and Yasokatsui were regions where his family’s influence ran strong.

That would make our destination something Izumo couldn’t ignore.

Wait. His family’s influence is strong?

If that were true, could Izumo’s family actually be some distinguished house?

Wait, is this kid an actual young master!?

“Picnic… Rose… Garden?” Izumo murmured.

So, the mercenary company was the part that caught him.

“The guardians of the Yasokatsui Labyrinth? That mercenary company?”

“That’s right. You know them well. Are they famous back home?”

“Sensei!!!”

“Whoa, what’s wrong, Izumo?”

“Please, don’t worry about me! Someone like me isn’t worth it!”

“Huh?”

I haven’t worried about you even once so far, have I?

“It’s fine! Whether you side with the Iksabe family or the Osakabe family, none of that matters anymore! I more or less get it; Sairitsu-sama has finally made her move!”

Izumo shot to his feet and hurled those heated words down at me while I stayed seated.

“Calm down. Let me be clear: I have no idea what you’re talking about. Sairitsu-sama did bring this matter to me, but it’s exactly what I said: a business negotiation with that mercenary company. I haven’t heard a single thing about the Iksabe family or the Osakabe family.” And she hadn’t told me to keep it secret either.

Sairitsu was apparently an important person in Lorel, so it was no surprise Izumo knew her name. That much was fine, but…

Izumo looked at me, confused.

“So, like I said. She told me I’d probably be able to reach them. I’m taking a few companions and going to negotiate with the mercenary company. That’s all.”

Izumo had come to Rotsgard Academy on his nation’s recommendation, so he was without a doubt an excellent student, and I assumed Sairitsu knew his name and face. But she’d never mentioned Izumo to me, not even once.

“Um, Sensei. You say ‘a few companions,’ but do you truly know where these people are supposed to be?”

His roller coaster of turmoil must have hit a sudden lull. His face went strangely quiet as he stared at me.

“Of course. They’re inside the Yasokatsui Labyrinth, right?”

“Is that all?”

“I was told they have their base on the twentieth floor below ground.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Honestly, it’s nothing but a hassle. But we’re the ones who want to negotiate, so it looks like we have to go there.”

“Sensei, how many fingers am I holding up?”

Two fingers went up in front of my eyes.

“Two.”

“Then this?”

“Five.”

“And this?”

“Ten. What are you getting at, Izumo? And yes, I know that twice that is twenty.”

“The twentieth floor of that labyrinth isn’t somewhere you just casually drop by to negotiate!”

“I know. It’ll be dark and cramped, and just thinking about it already has me a little depressed.”

“Dark and cramped!?”

“It might take two days. Three, if you count the negotiations.”

“Impossible impossible impossible impossible impossible impossible impossible impossible!”

What was with that rapid-fire combo!?

His enunciation was absurdly crisp. He could’ve made a living as an auctioneer.

“I’ll say it again. Calm down.”

“Impossible! I refuse! No one could possibly stay calm over this! Lorel’s northeastern region, the ancient capital of Kannaoi! The ancient Yasokatsui Valley that nurtured it, and the labyrinth sprawling beneath!”

“Oh?”

“And the legendary mercenary company the sages are said to have founded to protect our ancestors, Picnic Rose Garden!”

That name really did stand out. And because it stood out, I could be certain.

In one form or another, a sage had definitely had a hand in that mercenary company. And not as some legendary existence, either. They were clearly real.

“Sensei, you really don’t know, do you? All right, I’ll teach you. Ignorance is sometimes a sin, but an easy one to atone for. You need only learn before the time comes when you must know.”

“No, I’ve already done a fair bit of preparation.”

That was a lie.

In truth, aside from the negotiations, I’d figured there wasn’t much need to learn about the labyrinth at all.

Having someone spell out exactly how narrow, dark, and gloomy it was wouldn’t make me the least bit happy.

Once inside, I intended to crank the lighting all the way up and make the place as bright as a game screen.

I wouldn’t bother with mapping. I’d just keep pushing downward, and I wouldn’t worry about missing treasure either.

Izumo, first things first: put your eyes back to normal.

Spare me those disturbed eyes.

Go back to your usual bright, lively gaze.

Damn it. I can’t pin down what the land mine was.

Was it his family? The Picnic mercenary company? Or the twentieth-floor business after that?

Actually, weren’t the mercenaries wildly beloved? Would it really be all right to bring people like that to Tsige?

From the way Sairitsu talked, they were supposed to be more on the problematic side, weren’t they? I’d caught a faint sense that they were in the way—or was that just my imagination?

“Please, don’t hold me back. I owe you so much, Sensei. If not at a time like this, I’ll never be able to repay you at all. Kannaoi, Yasokatsui, the labyrinth, the Iksabe and Osakabe families, the sages, the legendary mercenary company—I’ll make sure you hear every last bit of it!”

Ehhh.

This felt less like collecting on a debt and more like being blasted with his complaints at full power.

I’d always figured that if a student opened up to me of their own accord, I’d hear them out, but I had serious doubts about how this one was starting!

If you’re going to make me listen, Izumo, your own worries would be perfectly fine!?
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And so.

Both eyes spiraling into a trance, Izumo poured out endless stories about his homeland, himself, and everything in between.

He was plainly suffering from the status condition known as “confusion,” so there was no chance he’d explain anything logically, coherently, or in any way I could follow. His information dissolved into utter chaos.

I’ll be honest, I gave up on really listening partway through.

When a man weaves a daytime-soap tangle of romantic drama through Lorel legends, then uses the history and origins of cities as palate cleansers before circling back to the soap opera, anyone’s head would start to hurt.

That said, he might also let something important slip along the way.

No matter how relentless the headache, no matter how much spit flew around the room, missing those parts would mean I hadn’t grown at all.

Out of consideration for Izumo, I kept it to just us in the room, but eavesdropping from next door was more than possible. So, I stationed the all-purpose translator with content-organization functions—AKA Shiki—in the room beside us and made my preparations.

Perfect.

After that, I switched into horse-ear mode, nodded along with “Mm-hmm” and “I see,” served him tea now and then, and waited for his story to end.

I did grasp the broad strokes, at least.

Basically, it came down to this.

When the subtle friction between Tokyo and Kyoto boils over in the worst possible direction, this is probably the sort of thing that happens.

That was more or less the impression I got. Naoi and Kannaoi seemed to have a less-than-friendly side to their relationship.

Naoi was Tokyo, Kannaoi was Kyoto. Probably. Don’t quote me on that.

I also got a rough grasp of Izumo’s family situation.

The Osakabe family, whose home ground was Kannaoi, had split off a branch long ago, and that was how the Ikusabe family came to be.

The Ikusabes left Kannaoi and became a military house. As Naoi’s sword and shield, they served one family or another for generations, gradually building their strength.

Then, in the modern era, once the two houses had grown equal in power and prestige, the Ikusabes approached the Osakabes and proposed they treat each other as equals from then on. That hadn’t gone over well, and that was where the mud-slinging drama began.

A branch family that had effectively been cut off gained strength, then asked the main family to acknowledge it, only to be laughed at. Something like that, probably.

I’m not the type who can sit through daytime dramas for hours, and that sort of thing doesn’t entertain me anyway.

Then again, Japan did count The Tale of Genji among its classics, so maybe, as a society, we leaned toward liking that sort of thing.

For the record, I got curious about The Tale of Genji back in middle school and read it all the way through, but I never found it particularly interesting.

At most, I enjoyed how it conveyed the atmosphere of life back then, though only in the narrow sense of aristocratic life.

I read The Pillow Book around the same time, and I remember getting absorbed in studying the solar calendar, the lunar calendar, the Tenpō calendar, and the like.

Things like how long the Tenpō calendar had been used in Japan, or how the calendar we use now, in contrast to the old one, is called the Gregorian calendar, or how the kanji 朔 can be read as tsuitachi.

Knowing all that didn’t do much for my test scores, though. In that sense, it had been wasted effort. But I’d been satisfied just to know it, and I had no regrets at all.

My time was finite, and I figured that if something interested me, there was nothing wrong with chasing that knowledge without hesitation.

Whether it was a narrow slice of Japanese history, archery, subculture, games, manga, or even beautiful girls, it certainly beat spending that time dithering and doing nothing.

Some of those fields had proven useful after I came to this world, and maybe in Lorel, where I was headed next, they’d let me put up a bit of resistance as I watched the seeds Japanese people had planted twist into amusing shapes.

Ah, Izumo’s shoulders were heaving. His head had finally drooped too. Was he done?

No, no. I’d ended up dredging up the past without meaning to.

“Haa… haa…”

“You’ve told me quite a bit. Drink some tea and calm down.”

“Thank… you.”

Whatever he’d actually said, I gave him a safe answer: “It makes me feel pathetic, really. Being fussed over by a student.”

“That’s not it!” Izumo protested.

“It is. If you’re worried about me, it means this labyrinth looks stronger to you than I do. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“No. I didn’t say that or mean it.”

“There’s also the matter of your family. If you want my help and ask for it, I’m not unwilling to lend you my strength. But if you and the others are each set on solving things yourselves, I’ve no intention of sticking my nose in uninvited, to be frank.”

“… Right.”

“And I don’t intend to change that stance going forward. I consider it my own way of keeping a certain distance from my students. But in your case, it seems that only drove you further into a corner. I’m sorry.”

“No! I never meant to cause you trouble, Sensei, and here I am spilling everything at once without consulting anyone. It’s embarrassing. After the rumors spread that you and Sairitsu-sama met during the academy festival, it slowly started piling up inside me.”

“It’s true I became acquainted with her then. That unfortunate incident happened almost afterward, and because of it, we ended up closer than I’d expected. But that has nothing to do with you or your family.”

There was no need to lie. My dealings with Lorel’s Chūgū hadn’t involved even the first syllable of Izumo’s name.

“I know that should be true, thinking it through normally, but when I’m alone, I take things in bad directions all on my own. It’s a bad habit, I know.”

So Izumo had a tendency to overthink things.

Back in high school, I’d been the type to bottle up my own problems too, especially the ones that were mine alone, so I could hardly criticize him.

Consulting someone would have been far better, yet for some reason, I’d always hunt for solutions within my own narrow field of vision.

Worse, once I reached a decision that way, I’d dig in and refuse to budge.

So why did it happen?

Even looking back, I didn’t really know.

“From now on, lean on your friends. Once you’ve talked to someone even once, it gets surprisingly easier. You managed it with me this time. So, it isn’t impossible.”

“Hahaha. You’re right.”

“They’ll be reliable, I think. Jin, Daena, Mithra, Abelia. And if it’s about money, Shifu and Yuno can sort it out. Though leaning on those two too easily might be dangerous. Interest and all that.”

“Yes.”

Izumo looked far more relaxed now, sipping his tea and smiling at me. Even his spiral eyes were back to normal.

With the source he’d been organizing finally quiet, Shiki was probably relieved as well.

“One more thing. If a student comes to me for help, I won’t refuse just because it’s a nuisance. I won’t encourage it either, but if you’re in trouble and you need me, bring it to me without holding back. And so you won’t feel guilty about it, I’ll take a suitable reward and accept it as work before I help.”

“Sensei, your fee would run on the level of a small nation’s budget, wouldn’t it? I can’t pay that.”

“Of course, as long as you intend to repay it, there will be no interest, no deadline, and no reminders until you can. An unheard-of privilege, reserved for my students.”

“That’s the first I’ve heard of it.”

“I would imagine so. I made it up just now, for your sake.”

“…”

“So, Izumo. What do you want to do?”

“Huh?”

“I understand your family situation is complicated, and your position is delicate. And I know you’re worried about me in the labyrinth, too.”

Well, that was about all I understood.

Izumo’s story had jumped all over the place, like a chatty high school girl carried away by her own momentum.

“If you’d like, I can take you along and have you guide us through the labyrinth. Or, whether it’s the Iksabe family or the Osakabe family, shall we use this chance to settle things with me standing behind you?”

“Ah, that’s…”

Izumo’s surprise melted into flustered panic.

Why?

I’d thought I was offering him a quick solution.

“My only business there is negotiating with the mercenary company, and Sairitsu-sama told me about the dungeon. After hearing all that, I judged there’d be no real problem and decided to go. Even so, if you’re still that worried, I’m saying I can bring you along. I’ve heard the gist of your story now, after all.”

“No. If it’s you, Raidou-sensei, then probably—no, you’ll absolutely be fine. And with my family too… if you stood with me, I think I could settle the matter any number of ways.”

“Yes.”

“But.”

Hm? Something tells me he just changed his mind.

At this rate, he wouldn’t keep carrying it alone either. He’d be fine.

“But I’ll do it myself. Someday soon, without fail.”

“I see. I don’t know how long I’ll be able to teach you, but you’ve still got plenty of time left at the academy. Worrying over things can become nourishment for growth, you know. Go and worry to your heart’s content with your friends.”

“You really are amazing, Sensei,” Izumo said. “You look the same age as me, maybe even younger, but talking to you makes me realize the difference in the time we’ve lived.”

“I’ll say this now: I’m exactly the age I look. If you want someone who’s actually centuries old, say that to Shiki.”

In his case, it was literally true.

“There you go again. Don’t dodge it with jokes. When I said the difference in time, I didn’t mean length. I meant density. One year, one month, one week, one day, one second; the density of the time you’ve lived must have been on another level entirely. I’m desperately trying now to live in time that’s even a little more intense.”

He was overestimating me again, and by quite a lot.

As a teacher, though, maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing.

It would be a problem if he came to see me as some convenient tool that would help with anything and everything, so I’d made a point of saying I expected proper compensation. In reality, he probably wouldn’t lean on me so easily anyway.

I was an instructor, not some all-purpose helper robot.

“I really am sorry about today. I’ll be going now!”

Izumo bowed with tremendous force, then bolted out before I could even see him off.

“So, he spat it all out and worked through most of it himself, huh? That’s far better than trudging off in despair. Now then, Shiki,” I said, turning toward the next room. “In the end, what was that boy talking about?”

He came out wearing a faintly wry smile.

“I miscalculated slightly. I hadn’t realized he’d brooded over it to that extent. Perhaps the freedom to agonize so deeply over such trivial matters is a privilege of youth,” he said.

“Trivial. And you cut it down without mercy.”

“As for his concerns about the labyrinth, they were nothing but delusions built on arbitrarily underestimating your strength, Young Master. Even allowing for the fact that Lorel’s people, in a sense, deify and worship that labyrinth, I judged them not worth listening to.”

“Deify and worship, huh? I haven’t heard of anything like that in this world, but it does feel familiar.”

“You mean worshiping something that’s neither god nor spirit?”

“Yeah. Back in Japan, it happens sometimes. People enshrine and worship things harmful to humans in order to pacify them. Originally, that probably grew out of customs meant to appease gods whose nature clashed badly with humans. Curse gods, vengeful gods. Now that I’ve landed in a world where magic actually exists, maybe I can look at what was really going on back then from a different angle.”

I stopped myself from saying “evil god.”

That, too, was probably the influence of coming here. I’d begun to think it wasn’t quite right to call something an evil god just because it harmed humans.

“To worship a thing in order to pacify it. What an unusual form of faith.”

“Whether it counts as faith, I couldn’t say. Maybe people just knew that was how such things worked. Either way, I get the deification of the labyrinth now.”

If they’d given names like Naobi and Yasomagatsuhi to such things, then Lorel’s people had likely been familiar with that way of thinking for a very long time.

There were said to be hot springs too, so I could see why Tomoe wanted to go.

Some odd strain of Japanese culture seemed to have been passed down there, and if their modes of thought had carried over as well, that would be interesting.

“As for Izumo’s family matter, it’s not as dead-ended as he believes. So long as one thinks only in terms of the main family and the branch family, there are certainly points where it seems impossible to proceed. But problems of houses and lineages are, surprisingly, vulnerable to outside interference. From an external view, there were holes everywhere and plenty of places to poke at, were there not?”

“Were there?”

My only impression was of a muddy mess.

Lorel’s common sense aside, the moment that whole close-blooded marriage business went fwaaah, it sailed clean past my understanding.

Apparently, back in the Edo period, there’d been a fair amount of that sort of thing for the sake of one’s house. But I think like a modern Japanese person, so there was only so much I could do on that front.

“Several centuries ago, the Ikusabe clan was expelled from the old Osakabe family of Kannaoi and came to serve a house responsible for governance in Naoi. It’s relatively well-known history in Lorel.”

“Then Izumo Ikusabe must be famous.”

“The Ikusabe family has grown reasonably large, so I cannot say for certain. But judging from his behavior, he’s likely a successor of blood close enough to be drawn into the house’s internal problems. The Ikusabe are a martial lineage that serves its lord’s house both openly and in secret. To put it in terms you’ll grasp easily, Young Master, one might call them both samurai and ninja.”

“Hmm, oniwaban. I suppose there really were people who held both public and hidden roles and still carried samurai status. Like Kōga or Iga. Serving their country as warriors and shinobi both, huh?”

That sounded kind of cool.

“Ah, Young Master. Not the country; the lord’s house. This surprised me as well, but the Ikusabe family appears to serve the Kahara family. He never stated it outright, but from the way he spoke, there was no doubt.”

“Kahara. Kahara… You know, I have an acquaintance named Kahara. And she’s very much involved in politics.”

There was no doubt now. That was why Izumo had reacted to her so strongly.

“Yes. That person is the current head of the Kahara family. Sairitsu Kahara herself. The world is small indeed. When Tomoe-dono said as much before, it didn’t quite feel natural to me, but as a phrase for occasions like this, it is truly fitting.”

“The world really is small… Exactly.”

“Even so, your handling of Izumo was splendid. Even without me waiting nearby, you eased that boy’s worries quite thoroughly. Remarkably on the mark.”

“R-really? Honestly, I wasn’t listening to even half of what he said, you know?”

I’d fully intended to ask Shiki afterward anyway.

“Fufufu, how modest. I shall organize the details Izumo provided and submit them later. You can read it when you have free time. Perhaps while pushing through the labyrinth.”

“Thanks, I’ll do that.”

So, the house Izumo’s family served was Sairitsu’s. This was getting complicated.

The one saving grace was that Sairitsu herself hadn’t said a word about Izumo or his family.

But was that really a saving grace?

Wasn’t something even more troublesome about to happen?

Honestly, since I was bringing Tomoe and Mio along, I’d grown rather optimistic this time that most trouble could be handled somehow.

What I really wanted was for any trouble to stay within that manageable range.

“One more thing caught my attention,” Shiki continued. “Apparently, a lovely and supremely powerful fairy called Mariko-san guards the labyrinth, and there’s some dark dragon or shadow dragon as well. Lorel’s Greater Dragon should be Doma, the Night Clad, yet Izumo said the Yasokatsui Labyrinth was created by the shadow dragon Futsu. That’s not a name I’ve heard before.”

“Come to think of it, Sairitsu mentioned Shadow Dragon Futsu, too. But the Greater Dragon in that region should be Doma. Luto said as much.”

So that was the faint sense of wrongness I’d felt while talking with Sairitsu.

Even that pervert Luto probably wouldn’t lie about Greater Dragons.

Tomoe was on our side, after all.

Futsu. The name fit Japanese mythology better than Doma did. In terms of trouble, however, drawing closer to that side sounded even more dangerous.

Still, Doma was an egg at Luto’s place right now, wasn’t he?

He might have hatched by now, and someone might have returned him to his original spot, so I couldn’t be sure.

Right. I should pay Luto a visit.

I’d prepare by asking about Doma and this Futsu. Izumo almost certainly hadn’t gone there himself, after all.

“But Mariko-san is a person’s name,” I muttered.

“A fairy in a dungeon would be an earth fairy. A relative of the dwarves, perhaps?”

“A dwarf named Mariko-san. I have a bad feeling about this.”

“I hope the eldwars know something, though since it’s never come up, I wouldn’t count on it.”

All right. Futsu and Mariko-san.

So, we’d gathered a little more to go on.

※※※



On his way back from the Kuzunoha Company, Izumo took a detour.

Calling it a detour was generous, given how far out of his way it took him, but he’d come to a park.

It was the largest and newest park in Rotsgard, marked by two great trees. A monument stood there to keep the memory of the mutant incident from fading, and it served now as a grave marker and memorial for the many lives lost. Visitors were never absent.

A fountain, a grove of trees, a grassy plaza.

It was one of Izumo’s favorite places.

“It’s fundamentally different from a Lorel garden, but this place is special,” he murmured to himself as he sat down on a bench.

His expression was calm now. Gone was the desperate, almost haunted impatience from earlier.

“After all, this bench, the grass, the fountain, the stone steps—we built them ourselves.”

As part of the reconstruction effort, the students under Raidou had thrown themselves into the work.

This park was part of that, and so was the stone paving Izumo was looking at now.

They’d laid those stones under the dwarves’ instructions, fitting them together without a gap. Even the patterns the seams traced brought a warm feeling to his heart.

He had drained his magic and his mind, then driven his body to its limits, pouring everything into the reconstruction. This place, the fruit of all that effort, was special to him.

He hadn’t realized it yet, but the city was already becoming something special to him.

The day he did notice would surely become important nourishment for Izumo, too.

Just watching parents and children, packs of kids, and elderly couples stroll through this park with smiles on their faces was enough to make him want to protect them.

The old Izumo would never have felt such a thing.

“Sensei saw straight through the parts of me I’d barely spoken aloud. He even brewed my tea himself instead of sending someone from the shop. I must have looked pathetic.”

The voices of children and parents who’d likely survived the incident, mingled with an elderly couple’s laughter, soothed Izumo’s ears. Seeing them enjoying themselves in a place he’d helped build filled him with pride. Even better, it was hyumans and demi-humans alike who were benefiting from his work.

“I got tangled up in my own worries, went to Sensei almost like I was taking it out on him, and dumped everything in his lap. I was thinking something truly ugly. If I did this, maybe Sensei would fix it all for me. Maybe a man like him could handle that much before breakfast. So why not just have him hurry up and solve it? Something that stupid—somewhere in my heart, I was definitely thinking it. During the lecture, he showed me people from the main and branch families rising up like the dead, and I ended up resenting him even more. But then, when Sensei said it to me so plainly, I had no choice but to face the dirtiest, ugliest part of myself.”

Inside the illusion that trapped him during Raidou’s lecture, Izumo had seen the faces of familiar relatives clad in Lorel’s traditional armor.

They voiced their own desires while demanding his obedience, his death, or that he serve as a tool for the sake of the house.

Izumo’s awakening had come slower than his true ability should have allowed, partly because being shown something he didn’t want to see had thrown him into disarray.

Even so, he hadn’t consulted Jin and the others. When they asked, hoping to compare the contents of their illusions, he’d brushed them off, claiming he’d seen black mud monsters.

He thought of Jin and the others as comrades, yet somewhere inside, he kept his own problems separate from them.

Izumo hated that part of himself.

At the same time, another self within him scolded him: what would talking about it even accomplish? This was a problem he had to overcome with his own strength.

“Sensei could probably clear the labyrinth no problem, and reaching Picnic Rose Garden would be easy for him. Even my family situation—if he worked with Sairitsu-sama, he could settle it in no time. Everything I want, everything I want to do, that man could pull off without breaking a sweat. But then I wouldn’t be the one who solved it. That won’t do.”

On top of that, Raidou had told Izumo he’d treat the matter as work, so Izumo wouldn’t feel indebted.

From Raidou’s—Makoto’s—perspective, it had been a joke.

Because he’d assumed it wouldn’t take any real effort, Makoto would likely have taken the job for the price of lunch if Izumo had only asked.

The same went for his proposal. He’d simply tossed out an easy solution without giving it much thought.

“And when I joked that his fee would run as high as a small nation’s budget, Sensei didn’t deny it. Even in installments, I can pay that much. I can gain that much power. That’s what Sensei believes.”

In reality, nothing could have been further from the truth.

It was an enormous misunderstanding. But, unusually for Makoto, his offhand remark had turned into a fine bit of theater.

“In that case—my engagement to Princess Osakabe, my future workplace, the matter of the Iksabe successor—I have to guide all of it to the outcome I want and settle it myself. I have dependable friends, and just like Sensei said, I still have plenty of academy life ahead of me!”

Izumo rose from the bench and looked out across the park once more, toward the cityscape visible between the grove's trees.

One corner of his mouth lifted quietly.

Until now, he’d drifted through his days at the academy with only a vague wish to better his abilities.

He’d assumed that eventually he’d work in Lorel as a member of the Iksabe family, serving the Kahara family. He would take four or five wives through arranged marriages, raise the children born of them, and then retire.

Rarely had he felt doubt or dissatisfaction toward the fixed rails laid out before him.

Then came Raidou’s lectures, and everything began to change. But it wasn’t just the lectures. Meeting Jin and the others who stuck with those lectures was a major event for Izumo, too.

Someone who clearly knew his own desires. Someone who had a family and reshaped his wishes around it. Someone who stood on a fixed rail yet faced it in a wholly different way from Izumo. Someone who loved another person with a single-mindedness that Izumo found almost unbelievable.

And those who struggled just as he did.

Before he knew it, every one of them had become an important friend.

Then there was the Kuzunoha Company, with its kanji signboard, its products, and its employees.

Those overwhelmingly fresh, potent medicines changed Izumo, too, for better or worse.

So much so that he’d finally glimpsed a future beyond merely filling his role as a member of the Ikusabe family.

“Jin said he was treating the junior candidates at Ironclad, didn’t he? I’ll go join them!”

Izumo smiled wryly, remembering the junior students who’d been all but wiped out. And yet he found them endearing, just as Raidou had saved him, one way or another.

If they kept taking Raidou’s lectures too and eventually gained something from them, that would mean helping his rivals and swelling their ranks—something the old Izumo would never have even considered. Yet somehow, that was exactly how he’d come to think of it.

He ran out of the park into the evening light.

Another of Raidou’s students was beginning to choose his path.
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“Betrayed!”

Aqua of the forest ogres sighed as she watched her partner, Eris, clutch her head and roll back and forth across the floor.

“You mean Shii? It’s not as if she actually did anything. You’re one of our ace forest ogres, too. How about showing a little senior dignity for once?”

Aqua had a point.

Eris had learned that Makoto—their Young Master, lord of both the Demiplane and the Kuzunoha Company—was about to depart on a journey, and she’d immediately volunteered to come along.

She knew the truth: staying near Young Master was the easiest way to get by.

Unfortunately for her, the one who understood that line of thinking better than anyone was her superior, Tomoe.

Tomoe had smiled, heard out Eris’s request for form’s sake, then called for other volunteers. As a result, Shii—a junior close to both Aqua and Eris—had been chosen this time.

“That Shii! When did she worm her way into Tomoe-sama’s favor!? This is exactly what they mean by biting the hand that feeds you! Young Master and Tomoe-sama can’t have noticed Shii’s true nature! Careless, careless, careless of meee!”

Eris’s regret and anger showed no sign of subsiding.

“Shii’s true nature, huh? Tomoe-sama understands it, at least,” Aqua said.

There was no way Tomoe hadn’t noticed.

Shii of the forest ogres had real talent, but she came with one small problem: her devotion to her senior, Eris.

Of all people, she’d chosen to admire the ultra-individualistic Eris.

So, she kept pouring her efforts in a questionable direction, aping Eris’s words and actions to play some strange, mysterious character. And this despite being, at heart, an extremely capable, serious, and likable person.

That was why Makoto, who’d only known Shii a short while, had come away thinking of her much the way Aqua did.

The boot camp in the Demiplane had dramatically changed many forest ogres.

Shii, too, was one of those whose values had been shattered and rebuilt.

“Imitate Eris? I wouldn’t do that if someone begged me,” Aqua muttered. “I hope Shii wakes up soon.”

“Hey, Aqua! Did you just seriously diss your partner?”

“I was praising you. No one could possibly imitate you.”

“You get it.”

“Haa…”

Just imagining trying to imitate someone as wildly free as Eris was enough to give Aqua a headache.

For better or worse, that was how one-of-a-kind Eris was. She seemed to act however she pleased, yet she produced results. Sometimes even tremendous ones.

At the same time, she never stopped grating on the people around her, the serious ones most of all. Truly, for better or worse, she was impossible to imitate. No matter how desperately, earnestly, and wholeheartedly Shii tried to be Eris, she could only become an inferior copy.

Aqua sincerely hoped Shii would soon return to herself and properly fulfill her role as an attendant on this journey.

For the people of the Demiplane, work outside carried great meaning.

It meant their race was recognized, and their reputation improved.

Aqua glanced at Eris, who was still spilling complaints and throwing a tantrum.

And yet, somehow this one always manages to claw out a proper evaluation in the end.

The one standing beside her might end up coughing blood, though. Aqua heaved another deep, deep sigh.

The forest ogres were, after all, a race that had once opposed Raidou. Every one of them burned to make up for that failure and improve his impression of them.

Because—

“I want to eat more bananas—”

The murmur slipped out before Aqua could stop it, and Eris pounced on it at once.

“Huh? Bananas!? Where!?”

For the forest ogres of the Demiplane, bananas were the supreme fruit. And their distribution could shift entirely on the whim of Makoto and his retainers.

Mere bananas, yet mighty bananas.

Face set, Aqua ignored Eris, climbed into bed, and readied herself for tomorrow.
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