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			Chapter 1

			Prophecy of Disaster

			Beneath the spring sun, the grand gates of the Royal Palace were thrown wide open. In the center of the plaza within the castle walls, a tiered platform had been set up, surrounded by knights clad in silver armor. The highest tier of the platform was draped in a scarlet felt carpet embroidered with gold thread. The second tier featured a deep violet rug with silver thread, and the third was covered in a plain blue cloth. On each tier, twelve chairs awaited their occupants. The scene, which so perfectly visualized the structure of this country on the Royal Capital's most festive day...

"*Talk about a blatant hierarchy.*"

I muttered to myself from within the crowd of commoners gathered before the gate. It was a far cry from the traditional beauty of my homeland. A man next to me with the look of a craftsman gave me a puzzled stare. Of course he would. The word for a tiered doll stand didn't exist in this world.

It was the first day of the first month. In the world where I had lived until fifteen years ago, it would have been New Year's Day. Here, however, the season was spring, about the cusp of March and April in Japan. The event was meant to pray for a bountiful harvest, but in the Royal Capital, where there were no farmers, it carried a stronger meaning of celebrating the new year.

The prosperity of the Royal Capital, with its population of two hundred thousand, was impressive considering the level of civilization. A stable climate, flat lands, and the fact that the last foreign war was fifty years ago were the conditions that allowed the rich agricultural nation of Crownheite to thrive. As far as I could tell from the records, there had never been an earthquake or a volcanic eruption. Furthermore, for the last ten years, they hadn't known a single poor harvest. With the most essential things, food and safety, secured, it was only natural that the citizens' faces were bright.

For that very reason, the country's rigid political system, the very hierarchy before my eyes, was unshakable. The social statuses of royalty, nobility, and commoner were almost entirely fixed, with a clear pecking order within each class. For someone like me, who had lived into his mid-twenties in modern Japan, it was incredibly stifling. And I'm saying that as someone who was rather conservative in my past life, so you know it's true.

What I mean is, when someone like me, reincarnated as the son of a small-time merchant, tries to do things using knowledge from a past life, I'm guaranteed to run into trouble and absurdity. For me, who values self-preservation above all else, it's just too much.

I could concede that a stable government is a good thing. It gets a passing grade on the single point of maintaining order. And since knowledge and skills are passed down from person to person, an emphasis on local and family connections is, to some extent, unavoidable. But for that reason, or perhaps because of it, economic activity should be conducted with a little more flexibility. It is a merchant's role, after all, to take on risk.

They connect producers and consumers to realize stable prices and supply. To that end, they serve as a buffer in the form of inventory. Furthermore, they develop new products and markets to diversify the flow of wealth. Taking risks for the sake of stability, that is the role of commerce. Otherwise, there would be no reason for a merchant, who produces nothing, to potentially acquire more wealth than a minor lord.

And to take on risk, one must be able to move flexibly and swiftly. But there is an entity that obstructs all of that, citing precedent and rank. The heartbreaking part is that this entity is the Commercial Guild, which should be a mutual aid association for merchants.

The lower tier of seats began to fill. Dressed in expensive fabrics were the great merchants who led the various commercial guilds. With their high-collared outfits made of velvet-like cloth, they looked just like nobles. In fact, they held honorary noble titles that lasted for a single generation. They were appointed by the king, upon the recommendation of the high nobles who held interests in each guild. Of course, when a new generation took over a company, the son would be granted a new title, so it was practically hereditary.

I glared at the potbelly of Dorefano, who sat in the center of the lower tier. He was the head of the Food Guild, dealing not only in grains but also in many high-end ingredients for the nobility. He was the man who had subjected our Vinder Company's new honey to every form of harassment imaginable. I could have stomached it if we had been overwhelmed by capital, or lost in terms of advertising power, salesmanship, or connections to the nobility. In a way, those things are a measure of a merchant's strength and credibility. But I would not forgive him for using the fact that defying the guild master was tantamount to rebellion against the nobility.

That's right, I wouldn't forgive him. Not that it was wrong, or that it wasn't allowed, but that *I* would not forgive him. I pay my respects to business rivals, but I've decided to show no mercy to political enemies. Not that saying so now amounts to more than a loser's bark.

The second tier, for the actual hereditary nobles, was filling up. I was surprised by the person who sat in the center-right seat. It was a woman, and a young one at that, maybe in her mid-twenties. The man sitting next to her was the duke who had served as prime minister for the last decade, which meant she was the head of a noble house of comparable rank.

While I was sifting through my mental list of names, the top tier filled. The king took his seat on the throne. I noticed that the crowd of commoners around me had grown considerably. They were probably here for the ceremonial wine that would be served after this farce was over.

The king handed something to the prime minister, who reverently received it and unfurled it. "People of the Kingdom," he began. His voice carried well, amplified by a magic tool to reach our ears. The content, on the other hand, was utterly uninteresting. In short, it was just "Last year we had a bountiful harvest thanks to the blessings of the gods." To be precise, the east had a great harvest, while the west was just average.

Don't they ever think of adding a little originality or flair? As I suppressed a yawn and looked over the platform again, I noticed an empty seat. The chair, placed a little apart from the royals, was surprisingly simple for one on the highest tier.

Come to think of it, she wasn't here, though she should be. A classmate I'd only spoken to a few times at the academy, Alfina Crownheite. She was the Fourth Princess, I think. Even as the fourth, I recall her job at events like this was to add a touch of grace to the whole charade. As I looked around, the prime minister finished his reading.

As if on cue, a girl in priestess robes appeared. Her unadorned purple vestments were so plain they seemed ready to vanish amidst the glittering jewels and lavish embroidery of the top tier. But that very simplicity only enhanced the girl's pure and clean beauty.

Even from a distance, her hair was a lustrous blue-silver. Her features were well-formed, though they still held a trace of youthfulness. Her figure was slender, not particularly curvy. She was a beautiful girl, like a figurine titled "Saintess" had come to life, no, even more so. She was far cuter than the second or third princess, all decked out in their dresses.

"The Oracle Princess, Alfina-sama, will now deliver this year's prophecy."

Alfina stood up from her separated seat. *So she's a member of the clergy, at least in form, having taken vows.* Still, a prophecy. This farce was reaching its peak. I couldn't completely deny it in this world where magic existed, but this had to be a mere ritual. Just like the king's speech, the content never changed from year to year. If the king's words were "Last year was a good year," then the prophecy was just "This year will be a good year too."

*Besides, if it were a real prophecy, they'd never make it public. What would they do if it predicted the fall of the kingdom or the outbreak of a war?*

"This year, too, the land shall bring us many blessings. Especially in the west..."

The girl's clear voice echoed through the venue. The gazes of the common folk were fixed on the fifteen-year-old beauty. She was drawing far more attention than the prime minister's speech. Having a beautiful girl in the role really made for a pretty picture. The commoners were more honest than the bigwigs on the platform.

What she was saying was vague, as befits a prophecy, but it essentially meant the east would have a normal harvest, and the west a bountiful one. The citizens' spirits began to rise. A bright future foretold by a noble beauty on a festival day, I could understand the excitement. Of course, I had no intention of basing my business on something like this.

After stirring up hopes for a trouble-free and bright year, Alfina paused. The crowd braced themselves to cheer. Once the ceremony was over and the castle gates closed, the commoners' festival would begin. I had no interest in this kind of performance, but I figured I could at least give a round of applause for a classmate who had fulfilled her role. It was an unsolicited kindness, but she had defended me once.

Just as I raised my hands to clap, she lifted her gaze, which had been slightly lowered, and looked straight ahead.

"Please, listen."

Her voice, different from before, rang through the venue with desperation.

"The crystal has foretold another future as well... This year, a great calamity from the west shall strike this kingdom."

The crowd looked left and right in confusion. Some had even jumped the gun and started clapping, only to awkwardly stop their hands. Alfina pressed her lips together and looked directly at the people who were bewildered by her words, as if silently insisting that they were the truth.

"*Whoa, whoa, is she okay?*"

Even I, who can't read the room, could hear the atmosphere freeze. The dignitaries on the platform were clearly shaken. The nobles' faces were taut. The queen and the crown prince glared at her with bitter expressions. The king, as expected, remained composed, but the smile he wore moments ago had become like a Noh mask.

No matter its religious significance, or rather, precisely because of it, there was no way the Oracle Princess's official words would not be checked beforehand.

That meant her statement was not part of the plan. My classmate, so far out of my reach, endured the stares focused on her, her hands clasped before her chest as if in prayer.

"What calamity?" "The west...?" The murmuring of the crowd grew louder. It was only natural, having such an ominous and completely vague statement thrown at them.

It was one thing for someone like me who thought it was a farce from the start, but for the superstitious masses, it was even more unsettling. At this rate, the commotion would only get bigger.

Gaudily dressed ceremonial guards approached Alfina. The prime minister stood up. That noblewoman from earlier headed toward Alfina. The girl made a gesture of resistance, but after the noblewoman said something to her, she seemed to give up and sat back down.

"Even if a calamity should befall us, the Kingdom will overcome it and protect its peace and prosperity. As it always has."

At the prime minister's declaration, the people on the platform applauded loudly. Shouts of "Long live the Kingdom!" rose from the knights surrounding the dais. Spurred on by this, scattered applause began to break out from the crowd before the gate. Bottles of wine for the celebration were carried out from within the grounds. Cheers erupted, and the applause grew louder as if a weight had been lifted.

Amidst the somewhat disjointed atmosphere, the castle gates began to close, as if to seal the trouble within. Through the gap in the gates, I could see a crestfallen Alfina being escorted down the steps by the noblewoman.

I pictured her at the academy. Elegant and calm, with a modest demeanor unbecoming of a royal. She was the person furthest from the type to grandstand. What reason could she have had to shatter the celebratory mood of the New Year...

"*Well, it's none of my business. Time to get back to the shop.*"

I turned my back on the citizens swarming for the wine. The word "west" bothered me, but there was no point in dealing with something as vague as a prophecy. The son of a fledgling merchant company that could be blown away with a single puff has plenty of more realistic threats to worry about, like pressure from the guild. I don't have time to get involved in the "festivals" of the elites.



		
			Chapter 2

			Chapter 2. A Troublesome Classmate

			Ten days until the New Year's Festival, three days until spring break. The atmosphere in the corridors of the Royal Academy, the kingdom's highest seat of learning, was a little restless.

"Fwaaah..."

I let out a yawn. A year had passed since I enrolled, and though I was used to it, I was fed up with the middle school level material. History and social systems were unique to this world, but I had studied them desperately before entering. When it came to mathematics, I suspected I might be the best in this world.

*Well, that's only thanks to the memories of my past life that I recovered when I was five, so it's not my own achievement. By the way, in my previous life, I was a graduate student majoring in macroeconomics and corporate governance. Maybe what I learned from my mentor, whose favorite saying was "Economic forecasting is the least trustworthy field of study in the world, but that’s what makes it exciting," is proving to be quite useful. I died before finishing my degree though, so it's all half-baked.*

Speaking of other worlds, this one has magic. But being a commoner, I can't use any mana, so I haven't taken any magic classes. Magic is impractical without the aid of magic crystals, and since this country produces almost none, it’s rarely seen. Its greatest and most important use is for the Knight Order’s monster extermination.

I attend this academy for two reasons. The first is the same as any other student. Networking. The academy, which permits not only nobles but also talented commoners to enroll, is arguably the only place in this conservative kingdom where interaction between social classes occurs.

Ostensibly, students are students, and their origins don't matter. Of course, that just means a "pecking order" forms among the students based on their birth, and everyone's attitude is naturally determined by their post-graduation prospects. Who would pay the high tuition fees just to incur the displeasure of their future superiors?

Commoners look for future patrons, and nobles scout for talented commoners. I, too, am here to find people I can work with in the future. On that front, however, I was struggling. Most of the blame lies with my communication skills, though...

"Walk at the edge, commoner."

"...You could at least keep up the pretense. You're a commoner too, you know."

I turned around, exasperated. A plump, pampered-looking male student was glaring at me. The son of an honorary baron isn't technically a noble. He's a clever one who acts like a commoner around nobles and a noble around commoners. As someone who's been socially awkward since my last life, I'm almost impressed by his ability to switch like that. Not that I respect him for it.

"Don't lump me in with a pauper like you. Have you any idea how much Dorefano donates to this academy? In other words, you people are studying here thanks to our scraps."

Perhaps due to his father's influence, he'd been harsh from the moment we enrolled, but after I got the better of him in a class debate, this is the result. The way he looks at me is warped. He believes he's exercising a natural right. In fact, he's probably irritated that I don't understand that.

*It's fine if he wants to judge me as his inferior. His opinion of me is his own, he can think whatever he likes. In fact, I'd be in trouble if he assessed me accurately. What I can't understand is that even as he's publicly declaring me an enemy, he doesn't seem to think I might strike back.*

*I'm sick of the mentality that allows him to believe he faces no risks. Of course, the stronger one's position, the lower the chance of retaliation. That's logical. But no matter how powerful someone is, the risk is never zero. Even the strong aren't strong every single day of the year, which is 360 days in this world. If their moment of weakness is exploited, they risk being tripped up by the weak.*

*On the contrary, it's precisely because they have things that they become targets worth the time and effort. Does a con artist go out of his way to swindle a poor man? Of course not. The targets are always people with assets valuable enough to be worth the time it takes to deceive them. How can he not understand such a basic, common-sense principle of self-preservation?*

*Besides, even if you were a hundred times more exceptional than me, to me, a complete stranger, that's just crap. Just as you put yourself first, everyone else puts themselves first. For every single person, they are the center of their own world.*

*I can't really talk though, since I only realized that humans are equal only in that sense after I turned twenty in my previous life.*

"Is that the peddler's son?"

"Yes, Roston-sama."

A pompous voice cut in. A well-built male student appeared. The shirt peeking from his uniform sleeve had silver embroidery. Dorefano instantly bowed his waist. He looked at me with the same expression as Dorefano, no, even worse. He would surely look upon his horse with more warmth.

I forced myself to calm down. It wasn't unusual for Dorefano to flaunt his connections, but until now it had always been the son of Marquis Gort, the Minister of Agriculture. Their connection was obvious, so it wasn't valuable information. Count Roston... I think he was connected to the Knight Order.

*The fact that he's with the son almost certainly means the fathers are connected. What does a link between Dorefano of the food guild and the Knight Order signify? For a merchant, information is the greatest weapon. The same goes for the weak. Hide your own information while gathering theirs. This kind of convenient relationship only works when the other side lets their guard down.*

"I hear you're selling a honey substitute with no flavor or aroma."

He must have heard it from Dorefano. He was talking about my Vinder Company's main product. The oldest sweetener known to man exists in this world as well, and it's prized even more than sugar. This is because honeybees only build their hives in the hollows of specific trees, and entering the forests and woods, which are monster territory, is a life-threatening endeavor.

Naturally, only nobles can afford it. And the sales channels to the nobility are monopolized by major merchants like Dorefano. In this world, where most people spend over eighty percent of their income on food and the noble class holds nearly all the disposable income, connections to the nobility are a decisive factor. As a result, the major merchants pour as much effort into maintaining their market share and barriers to entry as they do into making profits. They've created a business custom where only established merchants with generations of history are dealt with by the nobility. They hang up signs proclaiming themselves "Purveyor to Count So-and-So."

It's said that a guild master several generations ago once declared, "I could forgive a man for stealing my wife, but never for stealing my purveyor's sign."

In other words, even if we developed beekeeping technology and produced a large amount of honey on the plains, we'd be bought out at a low price by a major company, then they'd learn the secret of our production and cast us aside. Finally, to protect the secret, we'd be... taken care of. To prevent that, my plan was...

"He's deceiving the common folk with a watered-down imitation of honey."

...to intentionally ruin its reputation. I had no idea what flowers were the source, but traditional honey had a citrus-like flavor. So, I used the clean taste and color of our milk vetch honey to market it to the citizens as something similar but different, unworthy of a nobleman's palate. It was the difference between wild and farmed honey, but I had positioned it as the difference between real caviar and a cheap imitation. By creating a new market, I could avoid conflict with Dorefano and buy time to build our strength.

This self-deprecating information campaign, spreading bad rumors about my own product alongside my rivals, was a constant struggle, but since the real honey truly was a cut above, it somehow worked out. In the market, compared to the "Golden Honey," ours is apparently called "Copper Honey." The names are a play on the fact that nobles use gold coins while commoners use copper.

"Regrettably, the commoners can't tell the difference in flavor. And because of that, a mere backpack peddler has gotten too big for his britches."

"Backpack peddler" is a derogatory term for a traveling merchant. Having my father insulted like that was, as expected, infuriating. *Do you have any idea how much trouble I went through to make the chefs under your family's influence mistakenly believe our product was a trivial item not worth their time?*

*One of these days, I'll teach you about a concept from another world. The Innovator's Dilemma, by Christensen. Unlike on Earth, which is overflowing with means of capital procurement and production expansion, I have no idea how many decades it will take to pull that off here, though.*

"Well, I have tasted it before, and I found its clean flavor to be quite delicious."

As I was muttering to myself internally, I heard a calm, elegant intonation. It came after my own product, which I had carefully cultivated, had been thoroughly disparaged, so even though I was prepared for it, the words sounded especially kind. A straightforward flavor was what I considered the strong point of our milk vetch honey. To think there was someone in a place like this who would give it a fair evaluation—

When I turned around, a girl with silvery-blue hair was smiling at me. Her straight, long hair reflected the light from the window, and to a commoner's eyes, even the academy's lavish corridors seemed shabby in her presence.

But the moment I recognized who she was, the blood drained from my face.

"What? You mean you've tasted such an imitation, Alfina-sama?"

At the appearance of the only royal in our year, the surrounding students who had been watching us with smirks began to murmur. As I desperately tried to compose my twitching face, Dorefano let out a stunned voice beside me. Ironically, at this very moment, his interests and mine were perfectly aligned. *What is this princess thinking, saying something like that?* If, by some chance, a rumor started that we were purveyors to the princess, the Vinder Company as it is now couldn't withstand the drawbacks, let alone the benefits.

*This is bad. Bad. This is really bad. But why?*

*Every word from a royal is a political move. What could this princess be thinking, saying something like this?*

Even though we're classmates, the princess is the Oracle Princess of the Holy Cathedral, she doesn't even come to the academy for half the week. Even here, she's protected by her female attendants, and I've never so much as exchanged words with her, let alone socialized. What motive could she have for defending the son of a paltry, small-time merchant, to the point of saying something that could affect her own prestige?

*Could she possibly know the full scope of Project Renge, beyond just the honey? No, there's no way she could know at this point. Most of it is still only in my head.* I forced my brain to spin.

"I, I see. Perhaps in the Holy Cathedral, where a frugal life is revered, our watered-down honey might be of some service."

Needless to say, a frugal life is not revered in the Cathedral, and being able to enjoy honey at all, even the citizen-grade kind, is far from frugal. That might be true in the countryside, but the Grand Cathedral in the Royal Capital is a den of nobles. But I somehow managed to spin those words.

"That's not true. I truly..."

"Princess. You must not exchange words so casually with the likes of him."

A red-haired girl with a ponytail stepped between us, as if to protect her mistress. Sharp eyes glared at me from about the same height, as if to say the very act of a commoner approaching was an act of disrespect. Behind her, the princess's face clouded over.

"Clau. We are fellow students."

"No. There are many commoners who would try to cling to the grace of royalty. And there are those who would take advantage of Your Highness's kindness. His words just now could be a trick aimed at securing a supply contract with the Cathedral."

*She sure has a lot to say. But in a way, this is a lifeline. This irritating woman who fully believes in the social order is easier to deal with than the princess whose motives I can't figure out.*

The most important thing right now is to defuse this landmine of a royal endorsement. It's risky, but I'll provoke her and stir things up. *Damn it, why am I, a guy whose top priority is self-preservation, caught up in this...*

"In that case, if one were aiming for a supply contract with the Knight Order, one would cling to a Count's house, is that how it works?"

I said it while looking not at Clau, but at Roston and Dorefano.

"What?" "You bastard."

The two who had faded into the background grew angry. It was a sarcastic jab. If I was trying to curry favor with the princess, then what was Dorefano doing with Roston? *You can't really say anything back, can you, Clau. Hierarchically speaking, it's not your place.* Clau's face turned as red as her hair with anger, and I inwardly smirked.

*Now, how will the princess respond? No matter how much she feigns impartiality, she'll surely side with her attendant. Then I'll bow my head, and the whole business about the honey's evaluation will be nullified.* It was a difficult tightrope walk. Well, the fact that my choice of words became so extreme was my own immaturity, losing my patience with an idiot so convinced of her own righteousness.

"Vinder-kun's words are valid. It is not admirable to suspect someone without proof. I trust in Clau's loyalty in trying to protect me. But you should apologize to Vinder-kun."

"P-Princess. I, I was..."

I was dumbfounded. Why does this princess keep thwarting my plans? *No, no, I'm still on the tightrope.* For Clau, the worst that can happen is she bows her head. It's a head she would rather die than bow, but bowing it won't kill her. Meanwhile, the head I bow could end up rolling on the floor, detached from my body.

I have to find a new way to resolve this. I have to create a farce. I steeled my stomach. *Seriously, why am I, a guy dedicated to self-preservation...*

"It is true that our honey's flavor and color may be lacking compared to the golden honey from the Dorefano Company. But if a merchant cannot take pride in the goods he handles, he cannot survive. That is something... Dorefano-kun is well aware of, I'm sure."

I said, forcefully changing the topic. Dorefano, swept up in the atmosphere, nodded as if he understood. He probably wasn't thinking about anything at all. I turned my eyes to the female knight.

"Clau-dono."

"...What is it."

"It is only natural for you, Clau-dono, as her attendant, to be wary of those who would try to borrow the authority of a noble person. As the princess said, it is surely a matter of your loyalty. It must be the pride of a bulwark of the kingdom, something beyond my understanding."

"............Hmph. That is correct. However, suspecting you without proof may have been going too far."

Clau nodded magnanimously. She didn't think she was in the wrong in the slightest. Still, the tension in the air eased. The keyword was "pride." I replaced the conflict with a farce where everyone acted out of pride. Even if no one believed it, it would work as long as everyone supported the illusion. This is what it means to "read the room." It's a skill I developed precisely because I can't do it naturally, so I've had to logically analyze what "the room" even is.

*Besides, you don't need to worry. I have no intention of trying to use a volatile creature like a royal. Now for the final problem. Please, I beg you, don't stir things up any more.*

"Alfina-sama, thank you for saving my company's 'pride'."

"I was truly... No, Vinder-kun's words are quite right."

The princess responded, her voice a little bewildered. The atmosphere relaxed completely. A commoner bows his head deeply in gratitude to a benevolent princess. This is how things should be in this country. Well, for me, it's better than bowing my head to anyone else.

............Ah, I forgot someone. I timidly looked at the well-built male student.

"This conversation is over."

Roston's face twisted for a moment, then he walked away as if he'd lost interest. Dorefano took the chance to follow behind him. That was a little surprising. I thought he might at least try to defend himself in front of the princess.

Oh well. The connection between Dorefano and Roston is something to watch out for. I never did figure out the princess's intentions, but from now on, I'll be careful to avoid contact with her.

Spring break is just around the corner. I just hope the whole thing blows over and is forgotten by then.



		
			Chapter 3

			Chapter 3. Part One, Wicked Schemes

			*What a completely unenviable scene. All these popular rich kids.*

Strolling down a less-trafficked hallway, I glanced out the window. I could see the roofs of the gazebos arranged in the courtyard. Students, their classes finished for the day, were enjoying elegant tea parties. In Japan, this would be the fast food joint after school. The difference was that for them, this was a high stakes game with their futures on the line.

Commoners look for future patrons, while nobles assess their future subordinates. Commoners exchange information amongst themselves, and nobles form alliances according to their parents' factions. Who invited whom, and what conversations took place there, all of it holds great significance. It may look glamorous, but I hear it’s a battlefield they call socializing.

It’s a world that has nothing to do with me, having been further branded an impertinent commoner after the commotion with Dorefano three days ago.

I’ll admit, my social skills are lacking. But please, just give me someone I can talk to with numbers. Just one or two people would be fine. I’m not asking for a hundred friends. Making that many would bankrupt me. There’s even a legend about a commoner who went broke after getting friendly with a high-ranking noble and being invited to their birthday party. For now, I’ll focus on my other objective. I’m much better with that than with people, and I have a subordinate who can handle interpersonal relationships just fine.

"Senpai."

"Ah, Mia. Perfect timing."

Just as the entrance to the library came into view at the end of the hall, a head of black hair appeared beside me. She was a petite girl with shoulder-length black hair tied into small pigtails. Her well-formed features still held a touch of youthfulness. Compared to the female students of the upper class, who valued glamour, she was plain. But I knew she possessed both the loveliness of a wildflower and the resilience of a weed.

She calls me Senpai, but we’re in the same grade. Apparently, it’s because I’m her senior as a member of the Vinder Company. Well, her birth year isn’t exactly clear, so she might be a year or two younger than me.

Her uniform, reminiscent of a missionary school’s, was a world away from the patched clothes she wore five years ago. My father has genuinely started to worry that she’ll attract the wrong kind of men. There was even talk of adopting her, but she apparently refused, saying not until I was married. From what I hear, her reasoning was that I seem like the type to be deceived by a hopeless woman, and if she became my sister, she would lose the option of not calling that woman her sister-in-law, a prospect she disliked. Her logic is so indirect I can’t even follow it.

*In my past life, all my siblings were brothers. Here, I'm an only child. I guess I just don't understand how girls think.*

She’s a true prodigy who entered this academy on a scholarship. I’m in the same boat, but in my case, I’m basically lying about my age. Mia’s academic ability, especially her mathematical talent, is the real deal.

And while her social skills are several steps down from that, she’s still better than me. After all, she’s properly integrated into the commoner student network. If it weren’t for Dorefano’s interference, I’m sure I could have made at least one friend…

"I've finished gathering information on the House of Count Rowan. The head of the house is the second-in-command of the Second Knight Order, and his eldest son also holds the rank of unit commander. That woman's father, the head of House Adele, is also a unit commander in the Second Knight Order."

"By 'that woman,' you mean Claudia? Don't say that in public."

"Rest assured, Senpai. I am not the one who picks fights with a count's second son and the Guild Master's heir in front of the Fourth Princess."

Mia gave me a reproachful look.

"That wasn't part of the plan. More importantly, is Dorefano planning to muscle his way into the Second Knight Order's military supply chain?"

"Most likely. Unlike the First Knight Order, whose duty is to protect the Royal Capital, the Second Knight Order has expeditionary missions, such as dealing with the Monster Floods in the east."

I see. It’s been fifty years since the last war with another nation. The Knight Orders, which once numbered five, have been reduced to three. I recall it being a topic of discussion when the Third Prince joined the smallest of them, the Third Knight Order.

Military downsizing is essentially personnel reduction, so it happens gradually. For a major merchant living off a rigidly divided market share, it must have felt like being slowly choked with silk floss.

To use the Guild Master's authority to force his way in there…

"...There must have been a merchant house that was meeting the demand for those expeditionary missions until now."

"Yes. The Kenwell Company, which competed with Dorefano for the position of Food Guild Master, was involved."

"I see. So, Kenwell holds a grudge against Dorefano, but they're in a position where they can't defy him right now…"

A potential weakness of Dorefano’s, discovered. It’s useless without the right conditions to bring it to light, but if I can poke at it at the right time…

"Even if there’s only a ten percent chance of it being useful, if we gather ten pieces of information under the same conditions..."

"That would be 0.9 to the tenth power. If you invert that, it comes out to a 65 percent chance of being useful."

*Are you a walking scientific calculator?* She truly does see numbers in color and equations as shapes. Then again, that’s why I took her in after I accidentally discovered that about her. However…

"..."

"Did I make a mistake?"

Mia tilted her head.

"No, your calculation is correct. But in reality, those ten factors aren't independent of each other."

There was a time when the world almost collapsed because the individual probabilities of failure for giant, interconnected banks were calculated separately. A flat tire is normally a rare occurrence. If the probability of one tire going flat is 0.01 percent, the probability of two going flat at the same time is one in a hundred million. With one spare tire, you could almost certainly make it to a repair shop. But that all means nothing if someone has scattered caltrops on the road. And what if that happens while you're racing down a highway with almost zero distance between cars?

"That sounds like one of your cases, Senpai. ...So, what should we do about the Fourth Princess?"

"We don't need to rush that one. Nothing has happened since then."

"Understood. I will conduct additional investigations into Dorefano, the Second Knight Order, and Kenwell."

I nodded. Mia gave a small nod in return, then silently walked away. Before me was the end of the hall and the door to the library. My other reason for attending this troublesome place.

Opening the embossed door, I stepped into a quiet space. Desks for reading were arranged in the center, surrounded by bookshelves. The room was about the size of a large university lecture hall. The reason it was completely silent was because there wasn't a single other person here.

In this world, it’s not uncommon for even the smallest of techniques, let alone the most powerful assassination art, to be passed down to a single heir. Information is transmitted from person to person, and very little is ever compiled into books. After all, not only is the literacy rate low, but paper is expensive due to a scarcity of both technology and forest resources.

Most of the books here were compiled by eccentric nobles based on their personal hobbies. They are full of inaccurate descriptions and lack any effort to present information systematically. To be blunt, they’re written with wild imagination. You could say there’s no distinction between science fiction and a science textbook.

Macroeconomic data, the kind that was publicly available in my old world, is almost all classified as state secrets here. Or it simply doesn't exist. There might be warnings about nobles' tax evasion or rough harvest data, but how reliable is any of it?

Still, there is no other place within my reach with a greater collection of information. What I seek is knowledge of what one might call natural history, the flora and fauna of this world.

My criteria are as follows. First, find a book that accurately describes a region I know firsthand. Then, look for the information I want within that book. If it's not there, I look for another book by the same author. In the end, even books are dependent on the person who wrote them. Though, that might have been true in my old world as well.

I’m searching for so called commodities, plants and animals like cacao, silkworms, and rubber trees. There’s no guarantee they conveniently exist here, but I have reason to be hopeful. The flora and fauna of this world, including its humans, originated from Earth. They aren't exactly the same, much like how the milk vetch flowers bloom in summer here. But their basic biological structures are too similar.

I was reincarnated, but there was likely a large scale "transference" event between Earth and this world at some point. It happened once around Earth's prehistoric era, and that’s when humans arrived. It's conceivable it happened several times in even more ancient times. After all, creatures equivalent to giant reptiles and megafauna exist here.

*If I could analyze their DNA, I could probably figure out when and on what scale these transfers occurred.*

Incidentally, the animals that arrived in older eras seem to be better adapted, likely due to the long years they have spent living in this world.

My eyes fell upon a certain page. It depicted an animal with a large stone embedded in its forehead. A massive wolf. If the description was to be believed, its body length was equal to a human's height, with its height at the shoulder being about seventy percent of that. There was also a lean, hairless, ape-like animal that walked on the ground in a posture like a gorilla’s. And a tiger with long canines that looked like an elephant’s tusks.

Then there was a reptile that looked less like a dinosaur and more like a dragon. It apparently breathes fire, which makes me a little less confident about its Earthly origins.

These are magical beasts, creatures adapted to the magic that doesn't exist on Earth. Magical beasts cannot operate far from a source of magic, and magic flows along mountain ranges. This country has large mountain ranges to its east and west, and the monster habitats are the forests adjacent to them. These forests are characterized by trees with crimson leaves like autumn foliage, and are called Rubel Wald, the Red Forest.

The people of this kingdom do not set foot in those places. As an exception, swarms of magical beasts sometimes emerge from the forests at the foot of the eastern mountains. Whenever signs of this appear, the Knight Order is dispatched to exterminate them before an outbreak can occur.

So, even if useful plants and animals existed there, it would be like them being in a conflict zone. There's no way I can get my hands on them. Incidentally, the Empire, which borders our kingdom to the northwest, is a mountainous country and apparently has much more involvement with magical beasts. They probably possess different knowledge over there.

*Magical beasts are kind of romantic in a way, but I need to find the seed for a new, more accessible product.*

Expanding the milk vetch honey business is my top priority, but to negotiate that, I need a second and third arrow in my quiver. When dealing with the powerful, you can’t even get to the negotiating table unless you can make them believe they can gain continued profits from you. And if they betray you and just take your information, you have no way to strike back. There is no such thing as a negotiation between equals. It's that a negotiation can't even happen unless you are on equal footing.

If I have an advantage, even a partial one, I can create a kind of equality under certain conditions.

Information is intangible. If you keep it hidden, no one will know, but you can't use it. If you bring it out into the open, it can be easily stolen. It’s difficult to handle, but I have no choice.

"Damn it, the description cuts off right at the most important part."

I stood up. I was sure there was another book by the same author in the archives.

When I opened the archives door, the dusty air hit my nose. The space, lit only by the light from a clerestory window, was dim. I was probably the only one who ever came in here.

I squinted at the haphazardly packed bookshelves. Finally finding the illustrated encyclopedia I was looking for, I approached a window in the corner to examine it.

It was then that I froze in my tracks. Unbelievably, someone was already here.

A chair was placed beneath the window, and in it sat a girl with blue-silver hair. Unlike when I had seen her in the hallway, her long hair was tied back and draped over her shoulder. She had a book open in her hands.

Her slender, white fingers slowly turned a page. Her beauty was illuminated by the pouring light, her innocent eyes fixed intently on the book.

There could be no sight more out of place than this. I felt as if I had discovered an angel who had secretly descended to earth, unbeknownst to anyone.

"Why..."

"W-Who's there?"

The word escaped my lips unintentionally. The princess hastily closed her book and looked at me. But I, mesmerized by her, remained frozen on the spot.



		
			Chapter 4

			Chapter 3: Second Half - Reunion

			"Pardon me, I'm sorry for the intrusion."

"...Could it be, Ricardo-kun?"

I reflexively threw my hands up, like a man wrongly accused. The princess seemed to recognize me, her expression softening with relief.

"Hehe. This is a place any student can use."

The princess’s smile broke me out of my trance. *The situation, just the two of us. Her understated hairstyle was actually more... No, no, this isn't the time for that. Where did this princess even come from? I can't imagine she was in the library before me.*

"Your Highness, what brings you to a place like this?"

Instantly, a blush colored her pale cheeks.

"Well, this is actually the time I'm supposed to be in Professor Fulsy's lecture..."

"Professor Fulsy... Ah, the head librarian."

Looking closely, I could see another door at the back of the stacks, different from the one I came through. Judging by its position, it must lead to the librarian's office. I never knew.

"It's a bit embarrassing. I often spend this time reading here. I don't get much time for that in the Cathedral."

"Don't worry. I won't breathe a word of having met you, Your Highness."

"Thank you. What about you, Ricardo-kun? Why are you here?"

I was about to turn back, thinking I shouldn't interrupt her secret reading session, when she spoke to me. *This is the worst. With my abilities, I can't tell if she's just asking out of politeness or if she's genuinely interested. It's even harder with the opposite sex.*

The princess's gaze was fixed on the book in my hand. It seemed her interest was genuine after all.

"Yes, I was looking for this book..."

I showed her the cover. The next moment, a cold sweat broke out as I remembered the author's background. Quatour Fellbach was from the family of Duke Fellbach, who had led a rebellion twenty years ago. Apparently, he wasn't involved in the rebellion himself, but he died ten years ago while still under confinement. *Honestly, I have to say it was a waste of a talented person, but that's not the issue here.*

The Fellbach Rebellion was a major incident for a kingdom that prided itself on stability, a stain on its history. *How would a person who holes up in the library stacks to secretly read a book by someone connected to that incident appear in the eyes of royalty? My chances for self-preservation were like a candle in the wind.*

"M, my company's products are related to the climate and vegetation of the western regions. So I am studying with the help of this academy's wonderful books."

"Oh, could it be about the honey?"

"...Yes. Of course, it's not just that. This book, which describes the western flora and fauna in great detail, has many points of reference."

To emphasize the business aspect, I deliberately praised it honestly. *Given my abilities, telling the truth is the best approach in these situations. Besides, the princess was interested in the honey. However, that was just the best option in a minefield.*

That village where I taught them beekeeping was the former domain of a Fellbach relative or someone of the sort, and they had been treated poorly even after it became a direct territory of the crown. That was why they were clutching at straws when they accepted the proposal from me, though it was actually my father who did the convincing.

One wrong step and it could be taken as criticism of the government.

I checked her expression. The princess was still smiling. No, in fact, why did she seem even happier than before?

"This is my book."

The princess held up a book with both hands at my eye level. Her white hands, which looked as if they'd never seen the sun, were dazzling against the brown leather cover.

"'The Travels of Young Lord Cornwell'? Actually, I've read it too."

"Really?"

The princess's face lit up. 'The Travels of Young Lord Cornwell' is a travelogue-style romance novel written by a minstrel. It's about a duke's son who disguises himself as a poet and travels around helping heroines in various towns. It has things like a strangely seductive bandit and a careless manservant who has no eye for anything but food.

Of course, the protagonist isn't a spry old man who fights with a staff, but a handsome young noble with a rapier.

*I only read it as a reference for advertising methods that would appeal to the people of this world, so I'm not the kindred spirit the princess is hoping for.*

"The story is set in the west, so it reminds me of the towns and villages I visited with my father while peddling."

"Oh my. You're very knowledgeable about the west, Ricardo-kun. I've never been outside the Royal Capital. Is the 'field of reddish-purple flowers stretching as far as the eye can see' from the book real? I've never seen a reddish-purple flower."

She asked with sparkling eyes. *A field of wildflowers is a rare sight to her? What a sheltered life she must lead. The flashy, large, cultivated varieties like the roses and lilies that bloom in the Royal Capital's gardens are the exception. By the way, the roses here are blue. Anyway, for villagers, those flowers are nothing unusual. Places unsuitable for farming or that haven't been developed are mostly grasslands.*

"Well, even if they're small flowers, the sight of a gradient from white to red covering the ground as far as you can see is quite something."

"Oh, that must be as beautiful as a dream..."

*The tightrope walk continues. It's true that reddish-purple flowers are rare. But for me, that flower is a source of nectar for beekeeping, a money-making grass, not a tree. It's an all-purpose plant that can be used for pasture and green manure. This topic also requires extreme caution. This is why talking to the upper class is such a pain.*

I glanced at the princess's face. *...Her eyes were wide as she listened intently. She really throws me off my game.*

The milk vetch flowers only grow along the red forests in the southwest, like near that village. The closest city was, if I recall...

"If you were near Bertold's grand cathedral, you might be able to see them while traveling."

"Bertold? That's my aunt's domain!"

"I, is that so? Then perhaps you'll have a chance..."

*As expected of a princess, even her relatives are extraordinary. Bertold is the number one city in the west. No, no, why does it have to connect like this?* I checked the princess's expression again. But she just smiled sadly.

"But it's difficult for me to leave the Royal Capital when I have duties. Even attending this academy was a selfish wish granted thanks to my Aunt Euphilia."

*This naive princess aside, I have no idea what her aunt is thinking. I should have Mia look into it.*

*Knock, knock.*

Suddenly, there was a knock. It seemed to come from the door leading to the librarian's office. I stiffened, recalling the sharp eyes of the female knight, but the door didn't open.

Alfina slowly closed her book.

"Thank you for the enjoyable conversation today."

As she rose with a rustle of her clothes, I scrambled to my feet as well. My chair scraped loudly. A perfect contrast between a noble princess and a commoner. Alfina, without a word of reproach, offered me her right hand.

"If you wouldn't mind, please tell me more stories again sometime."

"I... it would be an honor."

I took her white hand. Its silky texture and faint warmth seeped into my palm and my consciousness. Our hands parted, and Alfina disappeared through the door. As I watched her go, I felt a strange sense of loss as the warmth faded from my palm. I was finally free, yet I found myself staring resentfully at the closed door.

"A girl from a different world shouldn't matter to me..."

Muttering that, I headed for the proper exit.

When I left the stacks, I saw Mia in the reading room. She was with a few other female students, commoners like us from the look of their clothes. Mia casually stood up and approached me in the shadow of a bookshelf.

"...Change of priorities. I need you to hurry on the Fourth Princess. Especially her connection to the Grand Duchess of Bertold."

"Understood."

Mia accepted the order with a slightly puzzled look. Investigating the backgrounds of our classmates was something we'd done before, even if it had been focused on Dorefano. *But a bitter feeling welled up from deep within my chest. ...No, I'm doing what's necessary.*

"...Also, I think there was a souvenir in our luggage from the village children..."

I added that small errand as if to shake off the feeling.

It was just one week before the New Year's Festival.



		
			Chapter 5

			4. The Bookmark

			The academy’s spring holiday lasts for one month. Three weeks after the new semester began, I was sitting with Mia on a bench in the courtyard after school.

By my old world’s calendar, it was nearly June. The afternoon sun was gearing up for its summer sprint. I was lingering here, in a place I had no particular reason to be, to check on a classmate I hadn’t seen once since the new term started.

"Wasn’t social status supposed to be absolute?"

I suppressed the sharp edge in my voice. At the edge of my vision, a girl with bluish silver hair sat alone in a gazebo, while another girl with a ponytail stood at the entrance, her shoulders squared defiantly.

"You must have noticed yourself, senpai, that not a single student has mentioned the prophecy since the new semester began."

It was true. The students hadn't breathed a word of it. I had even been a little surprised by how normal everything at the academy seemed. But apparently, what was happening beneath the surface was quite different.

"She was never one for factions to begin with. She only hosted tea parties about once a month. But before, there would have been at least four or five people who attended out of a sense of duty or whatnot."

"Another refusal. Still, isn’t it strange for them to turn their backs on her so completely?"

A student entered the gazebo. The princess nodded with a gentle expression, while the female knight’s anger became palpable. The student, who had clearly been forced to deliver the message, scurried away as if escaping. The scene reminded me of former business partners who had changed their attitudes overnight due to Dorefano’s interference.

"The royal family is required to provide one Oracle Princess per generation, but not only is an aptitude for making Quel's Crystal glow required, once appointed, they cannot retire for at least twenty years."

"That’s rough. She can’t even get married."

*I wonder if it’s similar to the Saigu priestesses of ancient Japan.* The marriageable age for women in this world was sixteen to twenty. Any older and you were considered an old maid. Being in your thirties was bad enough, but your forties was unthinkable. Even in modern Japan, childbirth over forty was said to carry risks.

"She has only gone by the name Crownheite for two years."

"So she was adopted into the royal family…"

"To be precise, she’s a formal ward, as she holds no right of succession. Her father was the late Grand Duke Bertold, the current king’s younger brother, but her mother was from the Fellbach Ducal House. Her father retired and later died of illness. Her mother passed away from illness three years ago. The current Grand Duchess Bertold is her father’s younger sister. The fact that a woman is head of the house seems to be related to how strong or weak the ties to the Fellbachs were in determining succession."

"The duke that started the rebellion was a Fellbach, wasn’t he? So that princess has the blood of a traitor. Why would she be in the royal family… ah, I see."

"Yes. Because she had the aptitude, it was likely to make her the Oracle Princess, a role nobody wants."

"So, even before this whole prophecy business, it was basically a convenient form of monastic exile."

In the history of Japan, too, it wasn’t uncommon for the family of a traitor to be forced into monastic life. Confine them to a temple, and since clergy do not marry, their bloodline is cut off.

"In fact, she doesn’t even receive the allowance for personal upkeep that is typically given to royal women. The official reason, of course, is that a member of the clergy has no need for such things."

"She’s being treated even more poorly than I thought. It’s been twenty years since the rebellion, so the princess wasn’t even born yet. And it’s not like her mother was ever officially punished, right?"

"What will you do?"

At Mia’s question, I unclenched the fist I hadn’t realized I was making. Based on her explanation, the princess’s influence wasn't just non-existent, it was a liability. My biggest problem was the milk vetch honey becoming famous sooner than expected. In that sense, this was a relief. All I had to do was stay away from her as planned, and the problem would solve itself.

I just had to avoid doing anything unnecessary. I pushed the paper-wrapped package in my pocket to the back of my mind.

"Approaching her would be dangerous, I believe."

"...I was just coming to that same conclusion."

I had already told Mia about our chance meeting in the archives. I hadn’t intended to get involved from the start, but this was a total landmine. Forget offering protection, I’d end up on the royal family’s bad side.

But one question remained. It was something I, who put self-preservation first, couldn’t comprehend.

*Why would she do something so reckless from such a difficult position…*

The princess and her knight, alone in their gazebo. Noble students walking around it, as if avoiding them. Commoner students who wouldn't even dare to get close. In the otherwise vibrant after-school courtyard, only the space around the central gazebo was empty.

The face of my classmate from the dim archives, smiling under a bright window as we talked about wildflowers, came back to me. At that moment, she had seemed so happy just to be able to attend the academy.

"Senpai?"

"Well, I did go to the trouble of making it…"

I stood up under Mia’s suspicious gaze. Taking the small paper package from my pocket, I slowly approached the deserted gazebo.

Even if it was more trouble than it was worth, Alfina had defended my work back then. Being indebted to a royal was the worst thing for my peace of mind. Right now, I might be able to resolve that debt with this "trivial gift." Yes, this was an opportunity.

"What do you want?"

As I stopped before the entrance, Claudia emerged with a tense look on her face. The moment she recognized me, she spoke with unconcealed irritation. Still, perhaps because her mistress’s plight was weighing on her, she didn’t try to dismiss me out of hand.

"I have something for Alfina-sama to thank her for the other day. Would you be so kind as to announce me?"

"The other day… something you brought…"

"Is that you, Ricardo-kun?"

"Alfina-sama. Especially at a time like this, you must not allow a commoner to approach you so casually."

As if remembering her duty, Claudia spread her arms to block the entrance. That made sense. Inviting a commoner student now, when her fortunes were falling, would only reinforce the image of her decline. There’s a saying that a friend in need is a friend indeed, but the world isn’t so simple.

"Let him come in. We have more than enough tea and sweets."

"No, I couldn’t possibly intrude on a ladies’ tea party. I only wish for you to accept this."

I had no intention of getting deeply involved. I just didn’t want the gift I’d bothered to prepare to go to waste.

I offered the paper package to Alfina, who had come to the entrance. Claudia snatched it and inspected the contents. She scowled but reluctantly passed it to her mistress.

The princess’s face brightened, as if she had guessed what it was.

"The way the color flows from white to red is so lovely. Is this a milk vetch flower?"

"Yes."

"And flowers like this bloom across entire fields?"

Alfina clutched the bookmark to her chest, a genuine smile on her face. Her smile made me break into a grin myself. Claudia’s expression, however, grew even more severe.

"A scrap of paper with a weed stuck to it. Are you trying to make a fool of Her Highness?"

"Clau. I was the one who said I wanted to see a milk vetch flower."

"But for royalty, the rose is the flower befitting her station…"

"I am a woman of the holy church. Besides, don’t you think it’s very lovely?"

"However, for him to approach you at a time like this is far too… In the first place, when did you even have such a conversation…"

Claudia’s suspicion was rising. And not just hers. I glanced around and saw that the number of people watching us from a distance had increased.

"I am pleased that you like it. Now, if you’ll excuse me."

"Yes, thank you very much, Ricardo-kun."

When I announced my departure, Alfina seemed ready to let me go without issue. But as she looked down at the bookmark again, her expression filled with surprise.

"Is something wrong? Was there a flaw with it…"

"Ricardo-kun. You said that a scene of these red flowers blooming across a field can be seen in the west, is that right?"

"Yes. Near the Rubel Wald in the southern part of the west. Is that…"

The worry had returned to the face that had been smiling just moments before. Had I done something wrong?

"...No. Ricardo-kun, I offer you my heartfelt thanks. I will start using this today."

Alfina managed to bring back her smile.

"I am honored."

Claudia looked like she was nearing her limit. I bowed once more and turned my back. Mia, who had been standing a short distance away, stood up, probably while sighing.

"Clau. There’s no point in staying here today. Since we have the time, let’s go see Professor Fulsy."

"Understood."

Just as I was about to rejoin Mia, I heard the exchange between the mistress and her servant behind me. My feet nearly stopped in their tracks. Seeing Mia’s worried face, I managed to feign composure and left the courtyard.

◇◇

"The library? But, according to today’s schedule…"

"Ah… yeah. It’s probably just a misunderstanding, but there’s something I want to check."

When we entered the library, there were two students in the reading room. One of them noticed Mia and gave a small wave. I nodded, and Mia, though she looked like she wanted to say something, headed over to her friend.

My gaze was fixed on the back of the bookshelves, toward the entrance to the archives.

Being called out by a girl to a deserted place after school. It was a situation that had never once happened to me in my previous life. *No, I’m being way too conceited. I should assume it’s just a misunderstanding. She’s a princess. Surely she wouldn’t be so easily swayed by such a cheap present.*

But the look in her eyes as she stared at that bookmark. Her words, saying she would start using it today. It bothered me.

*There’s always a chance. And earning the wrong person’s resentment is the most dangerous thing of all…*

Muttering to myself, I slowly opened the door to the archives. Inside the dim room, I walked toward the light. Just like before, a chair had been placed there. And standing in front of it was a single female student.

"I knew you would come."

It wasn’t a misunderstanding, nor was I being conceited. But what on earth could she want? In her current situation, having me as an ally would be a rounding error. No, it would be counterproductive.

"There is something I wish to ask you about this flower."

In Alfina’s hand was the very bookmark I had just presented to her. I tilted my head. It was true that Alfina had been interested in the milk vetch. But I had thought it was more of a vague longing for the outside world.

I shook my head, dismissing the possibility that the flower had some strange meaning, like a pledge of love. Alfina’s serious expression held no hint of such romance. The worry I had glimpsed earlier now clearly clouded her beautiful features. It was the expression of someone grieving a grave crisis.

"I saw a vision."

Alfina spoke to me as I stood frozen. I was more confused than ever. Fleeing people? What was she talking about?

"Of people trampling these flowers as they fled in terror."



		
			Chapter 6

			Chapter 5. Part One - Primary Information is Crucial

			"I saw it. I saw people fleeing, trampling this flower underfoot."

Her beautiful face, clutching the bookmark I had given her, showed nothing but desperation. I was dumbfounded. What in the world was she talking about?

"I'm sorry, but I don't quite understand what you mean, Alfina-sama."

"What!? Um, well... aren't you going to tell me about the prophecy?"

"The prophecy, you say?"

The princess looked at me with bewildered eyes. Reflected in them was my own equally bewildered face. The sudden mention of a prophecy only deepened my confusion. I mean, I understood the word prophecy. And since Alfina was the one saying it, it had to be the one from the New Year's Festival.

There was nothing I could teach her. My knowledge of religious ceremonies was less than that of the average person in this world. I had thought of it as little more than a New Year's fortune slip.

"My apologies. I really don't think there's any way I can be of service."

"But the flower on the bookmark!"

My self preservation instincts began to tingle. Alarms blared in my mind. *What have I gotten myself wrapped up in?*

This wasn't the princess from the courtyard, who stood with such dignity even when isolated. Before me, under the dim light, was just a classmate, a girl looking at me with pleading eyes.

"This prophecy, is it the one you announced at the New Year's Festival, Alfina-sama?"

"Yes."

"And the flower on the bookmark, you mean the pressed milk vetch."

"Yes."

"Are you saying that flower is related to the prophecy?"

"Yes. Um, wasn't it... a sign for me?"

"No, the milk vetch flowers bloom in a village where my family does business. They haven't bloomed yet this year, but I happened to remember I had some that were already pressed."

The village children had made it for me a long time ago, and I had simply fashioned it into a bookmark.

"...But to approach me in that situation..."

"You did shield me from Dorefano and the young Lord Rowan, Alfina-sama. I don't think you had much to gain by extending a hand to me in that situation, either."

*Time for my special move. the 'let's just call it even since we both benefited' play. Someone as socially inept as me lacks the skill to intuitively grasp the delicate balance of interpersonal gains and losses.*

"Th-Then, you really were just trying to comfort me..."

Alfina's expression was a mixture of tears and laughter. *Ugh, this has taken a strange turn. How am I supposed to answer that?*

"Senior, what is this?"

A third voice, filled with its own confusion, cut through our stalemate. I whipped around to see Mia, staring at me with cold eyes.

"So it wasn't that Alfina-sama called you here for a secret rendezvous, then."

"Mia. Alfina-sama was merely trying to fulfill her duty as the Oracle Princess."

After listening to my and Alfina's explanations, Mia spoke. On behalf of the beet red Alfina, I waved my hands and tried to explain.

"Then what, Senior, were you hoping for when you accepted Alfina-sama's invitation?"

"N-No, that's..."

Now Mia turned her cold gaze on me. Cold sweat trickled down my back. *Come on, if I'd said something like, 'A princess secretly summoned me to a deserted place, so I'm off,' you'd have thought I'd lost my mind, wouldn't you?*

"You were saying that the bookmark Senior carelessly gave away is related to Alfina-sama's prophecy of disaster."

After sighing and looking back and forth between us, Mia brought the conversation back to the main point.

"R-Right. I need you to tell me, in detail, where these flowers bloom."

Alfina placed the bookmark face up on the table. Five small, frail, reddish purple flowers were lined up on it.

The one chosen to be the Oracle Princess secludes herself in a room in the cathedral from four days before the New Year's Festival until the day before. In that place, called the Chamber of Prophecy, she touches a magical artifact, a crystal, and an image appears in her mind. Over three days, the image gradually becomes clearer, and her duty is to report the final image she sees as the prophecy.

And what she saw was a crowd of villagers fleeing, trampling reddish purple flowers underfoot.

Apparently, she couldn't see the disaster itself, and "the west" was just a vague sense of the direction the image came from. It was a prophecy, with all the exquisite frustration that entailed.

"The first thing I saw was the same as last year, a field of wheat, rich with harvest. His Majesty said I should only speak of that."

Alfina said sadly. Mia looked at me. So, she really did go against the king's wishes to announce the prophecy. Getting involved in this carried a considerable risk, no, an outrageous one. I wanted to get out of here right now.

But there were two reasons I couldn't.

The first concerned my own interests, or rather, the Vinder Company's. If, by some chance, the prophecy was true and the epicenter of the disaster was near that village, the Vinder Company would suffer a devastating blow. Everything we had worked so hard to create with our beekeeping would be lost. The second reason was that the village was Mia's hometown.

But, in the first place...

"I will do anything I can to repay you. And of course, I will not tell anyone what you've told me."

She seemed to understand that she was asking me to take on a risk. Indeed, she had summoned me so that no one would know. She didn't have that arrogance I despise, the kind that says, "I'm doing the right thing, so everyone should help me unconditionally."

She had spoken out, knowing her own position would be jeopardized. She took a risk to fulfill a role that was forced upon her, a role no one wanted. I couldn't believe this was just some grandstand play born from her isolated position.

At the very least, she was speaking what she believed to be the truth. I'll believe... no, I'll judge it to be so.

So what now? The safest option would be to answer only what was asked and leave. I could earn a small favor from a princess, though it wasn't worth much. The risk would be drawing attention to that village.

Someone tugged on my sleeve from under the table. I know, if I don't decide soon, this will just get worse. I made my decision.

"Very well. I will tell you where the milk vetch blooms. But may I ask one question?"

"Y-Yes. Please, ask me anything."

*Hm? Just now... no, wait, am I wrong? This princess's head is filled with nothing but flowers. That's not nearly enough to earn my cooperation.*

"Assuming I tell you the location, what will you do then?"

"Why, I will urge the villagers to evacuate, of course," Alfina replied, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"Who will? And how?"

"What! Why, I..."

"How do you intend to persuade them to abandon their fields right before the harvest?"

"W-Well, because the place is dangerous..."

"How is it dangerous?"

"Because, the disaster..."

"What kind of disaster?"

"W-Well, I don't know that, but..."

Alfina's voice grew quieter and quieter.

"Let me rephrase. You say 'evacuate,' but how far do they need to flee? For how long? And how will you arrange for their food and shelter during that time?"

"..."

At my questions, Alfina finally fell silent. A foot kicked me under the table. *Hey, I only got a little worked up because she was being so thoughtless.*

"Ahem. It would have to be a state led plan, involving the release of food reserves and cooperation from the regional lords and the knight orders."

Alfina would have to persuade the king. But right now, all she had was the vague image she saw. If prophecies were held in such high regard, this situation wouldn't have happened in the first place. It seemed that even in another world, a nation wouldn't act on a vague prophecy. And I think that's how it should be.

I didn't say it, but the question of who would take responsibility if no disaster occurred was also important. And the prime candidate was right in front of me... no, I don't have the luxury of worrying about someone else's self preservation.

"It is only logical that the country will not act on your vague image alone, Alfina-sama."

"But, I..."

Alfina started to say something, then closed her mouth. I stood up. Mia glared at me with a "what are you doing?" look. I know, I should have just answered her question vaguely and left instead of saying all this.

"However, it's not as if there's no way to turn a vague prophecy into concrete information."

I took a map and an illustrated encyclopedia from the bookshelf and returned to my seat. Alfina was surprised that I had come back, and Mia let out another sigh. *I can't help it. Now that I've said this much, I have to cooperate. Prophecies are well outside my area of expertise, but if I treat it as just another piece of information, I know the steps to process it.*

Besides, regardless of how much I cooperate, I should probably extract a little more information. If the prophecy turns out to be real, that village and Project Renge are finished. I could just get the information and deal with it myself.

Alfina's eyes were fixed on the map and encyclopedia, wondering what was about to begin. But I pushed them to the side of the table and looked straight at the Oracle Princess. The most important thing is primary information. In this case, that was the image of the disaster Alfina saw.

*...The fact that a subjective image is my primary information is so contradictory it makes me want to cry.*

"May I ask you a few questions?"

"Y-Yes."

Alfina nodded with a serious expression.

"About the flower in the image you saw, are you certain it was milk vetch? Could it have been a similar but different flower? Ah, and you can't look at the bookmark to check. Please describe the color and shape of the flower in the image as specifically as you can."

"...I'm sorry. In the image that appeared in my mind, I couldn't make out such fine details. The color was definitely reddish purple. The shape of the petals wasn't like the flowers that grow in the Royal Capital's gardens, it was more like, um, a carriage wheel..."

Alfina spoke while glancing at the overturned bookmark. Human memory is so easily overwritten. Even without any intent to deceive, the way a question is asked can lead to a completely opposite answer.

The characteristics matched. In this world, the usefulness of leguminous plants isn't widely known. Based on my own experience searching for them, I judged the princess's words to be highly credible.

Time to verify from another angle.

"Then, what kind of clothes were the fleeing people wearing? I imagine they were dressed somewhat differently from those in the Royal Capital."

The princess closed her eyes in silence.

"...The women were all wearing sashes around their waists. They were wide sashes, the kind I've never seen in the capital. There was a pattern of straight lines on them. I believe it was a light blue green sash with a jade green line."

As expected, she remembered the women's clothing better. I looked at Mia. She gave a reluctant nod. Incidentally, that line wasn't a pattern. The women of that village aren't wealthy enough to wear dyed patterns. The women in that region tie a thin cord over a wide sash. The color combination differs for married and unmarried women, and light blue green with blue is the combination for an unmarried woman.

"Were there any other buildings or features that might indicate the region?"

"...I think I may have seen something like a water wheel near the village."

"..." "..."

Mia and I both frowned. Alfina probably didn't think a water wheel was anything special. But in this country where lumber is precious, it's rare for a small village to have a water wheel. The distribution of milk vetch, the people's clothing, and a water wheel. A region where all three of those exist is limited to a single point.

After all, we were the ones who had installed a small water wheel in the village to efficiently collect honey from the hives. I opened the encyclopedia.

"About the sash you mentioned earlier, was it actually something like this...?"

"...That's it!"

Next, I spread out the map. I traced a finger over the plains near the mountain range that formed the western border.

"Milk vetch is distributed in this area. And the characteristics of the sash you mentioned are limited to the southern part of Bergen County. There are three villages there..."

I narrowed down the area. Then, my finger pointed to a single spot.

"...One of them, Leylia, has a water wheel. Therefore... A-Alfina-sama."

A white palm covered my hand on the map. Startled, I looked up at Alfina to see her looking at me with teary eyes.

"That's amazing. I'm so glad I came to you for help. You believe my words, don't you?"

Alfina's hand squeezed mine. Her slender white fingers slipped between my own spread ones. The palm, cool from her nervousness, felt pleasant. Then, the point of contact gradually warmed with our shared heat.

"Ahem. I believe you are misunderstanding Senior, Alfina-sama. Senior is soft, but he does not trust people."

*What kind of socially inept wreck is she describing? I'm just a realist who believes that the only person I can truly move is myself... Damn it, she might be right.*

"...That's right. What I'm doing now is not because I believe the prophecy, but as a step to verify whether I should believe it."

"Verification? No, but, you're the first person who has truly listened to my story. I still want to thank you..."

"Our time is limited, so I think we should proceed to the next step."

"O-Oh, right."

Noticing Mia's gaze, Alfina quickly let go of my hand. I reflexively pulled my hand back as well. The map started to close. Mia leaned in close beside me, extending a hand to hold the page down.

This is... awkward. Let's just move on to the next step. With this, I had extracted the information of "location" from the "prophecy." Next, I would use this information to narrow down the type of disaster.



		
			Chapter 7

			Chapter 5: Part 2 A Fantasy Hypothesis

			"The next step... Yes, now that we have identified the location, we must evacuate..."

"No, that's not it." "It's still not enough to persuade the kingdom."

Since the prophecy itself wasn't being taken seriously, it was highly likely that no measures would be taken even if we narrowed down the region slightly. Besides, the image Alfina saw was limited. There was no guarantee that the damage would be confined to Leylia alone.

"We need to identify the type of disaster."

"B-But, the prophecy can't see the disaster itself."

"We've gained new information about the area where the disaster will occur. That means we can use the surrounding geography to narrow down the potential candidates. We can form a hypothesis about what kind of disaster it will be."

"A hypothesis...?"

Alfina's face was a mask of doubt. *Even I have to admit, proposing a hypothesis for a prophecy feels incredibly strange.*

"First, let's list the possible disasters. The fact that the villagers are fleeing is a huge hint. From this, we know..."

"They are abandoning fields ripe for harvest, so it must be something truly serious. For cold snaps or droughts, the villagers would have had some forewarning."

"That's right, it's a sudden event. At least, it was for the villagers."

When it comes to matters like this, Mia's intuition is far more reliable. She did live there until she was ten, after all.

"We can consider both natural and man-made disasters... Let's start by examining the human factors."

Mia nodded at my words, while Alfina's expression clouded over. To the west, or more accurately the northwest, lies the border with the Empire. The Empire, a land of many mountains, has always sought food. There were major conflicts in the past. The current long period of peace is thanks to a balance struck between the Empire's internal problems and the mutual benefits of trade.

"Isn't one of the reasons you were told to keep quiet 'to avoid provoking the Empire,' Alfina-sama?"

"...That is correct."

I believe no country can afford to let its guard down with its neighbors, because nations do not operate on principles of good and evil. The Empire should certainly be wary of us, and I'm sure they are. That's precisely why it's natural to avoid needless provocation. There is nothing wrong with that in itself.

If word got out that the kingdom was on high alert against the west, it would raise the Empire's own level of caution toward the kingdom. That in turn would raise the kingdom's vigilance. In the end, a rumor that "the prophecy is predicting an invasion from the Empire" would take on a life of its own. Fifty years of peace could be shattered in an instant.

However, fearing that outcome and failing to consider the possibility of an imperial invasion are two entirely different things. So, we will consider it.

"However, the probability is not high."

I pointed to the map. The border with the Empire is in the northwest. Any large army capable of marching would follow the roads east, toward the Royal Capital. Even if their goal was purely food, the northern regions are more suitable than the south. It's also hard to imagine an imperial army reaching Leylia from the border without any warning whatsoever. And besides...

"Let's confirm the image. Were the houses collapsed? Could you see any smoke on the horizon?"

"No, I didn't see any images like that. It was a clear day, which only made the sight of people fleeing in panic all the more..."

Each time I ask, she may be forced to recall that tragic image. But the information is crucial. If it were war, you'd expect to see at least some smoke. An invasion would mean villages being burned, either by the enemy or by allies to deny the enemy food.

"The next possibility is a large-scale rebellion."

At my words, Alfina's face grew even paler. Considering her family lineage, I can understand why, but we can't afford not to examine this possibility. This region is still disliked by the Royal Capital due to the rebellion twenty years ago. The tax rates are also harsh. But a rebellion that might lead to the massacre of an entire village would have to be an extreme event. Neither Leylia nor its surroundings are that desperate. Especially not with a bountiful harvest.

"This is also unlikely."

Mia nodded in agreement with my explanation. She knows more about farming villages than anyone. Alfina's expression softened with relief.

"Next are natural disasters. Earthquakes, floods, volcanic eruptions..."

There are no large rivers near that village, and no records of the nearby mountains ever erupting. Of course, one might erupt, but even in modern Japan, we couldn't predict eruptions with sufficient accuracy. The same goes for earthquakes. Pointing to the map, I eliminated the possibilities one by one.

"A plague is also unlikely..."

With the population density of this era, it's hard to imagine abandoning a village entirely because of a plague. When disease strikes, would people just run? I stared intently at the map. Mia nodded at my words. Alfina offered no objections.

"Then the next possibility is... next, the next..."

"Ricardo-kun?" "Senpai?"

As I fell silent, the two girls' gazes bore down on me. This was a problem. I had pretty much exhausted all the possibilities. What other natural disasters could there be? A tsunami? It's not next to the sea. A meteor impact? It doesn't fit the image, and it would be a textbook case of needless worry. *Wait, maybe there's magic that can summon meteors...*

*Or maybe a demon lord was summoned from another world... It's not like there's some demon-lord-like entity inside me that's about to awaken, is there? I'd love to have a cheat ability like that, though. It's not even worth considering. If a demon lord did appear, I could only pray a hero would show up with him. By the way, the idea of me being the hero is a non-starter.*

...*Damn it, my thoughts are getting more and more fantastical.* I shook my head. But something was nagging at me.

"Wait a minute. This is a fantasy world..."

Whether it was man-made or natural, my line of thinking was inevitably based on Earth's standards.

But what I needed to consider now were the disasters that could happen in this world. As Alfina and Mia, who didn't understand the word "fantasy," watched me with puzzled expressions, my fingers flipped through the pages. They stopped near the back of the encyclopedia, on a page showing creatures that didn't exist on Earth.

My other hand reached for the map. My index finger, placed on Leylia Village, moved straight sideways. It pointed to a mountain range drawn in brown and a forest marked in red. Normally, this was the domain of monsters, a place where humans do not tread. But there are exceptions. A phenomenon where vast numbers of monsters overflow from the red forest.

"A Monster Flood..."

A term that held no sense of reality for me escaped my lips. I was struck by the strange feeling that I was talking about an event in a game from my old world.

"A Monster Flood? A horde of monsters wouldn't actively commit arson, at least. And the villagers wouldn't burn their own food out of fear of it being stolen. But..."

"There are no records of a Monster Flood ever occurring in the west," Mia and Alfina said in unison. True enough. Even I had considered potential disasters for Project Renge. In terms of probability, a Monster Flood should be ruled out, just like a volcanic eruption or a flood.

"But, when you think about it, why is that? Why don't Monster Floods happen in the west?"

I opened a map showing the entire kingdom. There are mountain ranges on both the eastern and western sides of the kingdom. The red forests adjacent to them indicate that these are areas influenced by the magical energy from the mountains, the habitats of monsters. The geography of the east and west is symmetrical, and in the east, Monster Floods occur every few years.

I turned the page on monsters. The descriptions were meager to begin with, and information on monster ecosystems, which humans rarely enter, was scarce. I couldn't just type 'causes of Monster Floods' into a search bar and get an answer.

"There's too little information to analyze this. Are there other books..."

"Senpai. Responding to Monster Floods is the duty of the Knight Orders."

"So it's military intelligence."

Information is valuable to begin with. Trying to get certain information feels like trying to find someone who knows someone who knows someone who has what you need. So, should I try to find such a person?

Someone who sides with a prophecy that could destabilize the kingdom, trying to access military intelligence. *Even if I'm strictly neutral, that's how it would look.* *It's a guaranteed death sentence.*

I held my head in my hands. Mia also shook her head. But then,

"Um, if it's knowledge about Monster Floods you need, there is someone who knows more about it than anyone else..." Alfina said. Her fingertip was pointed not toward the reading room, but toward the other door. The one that, for some reason, led to the archives.

"The Head Librarian is a retired court magician, right?" Mia said.

So that was his background. I had never even seen him, so I hadn't given him a single thought.



		
			Chapter 8

			Chapter 6: Part One - How to Utilize an Expert

			"Monster Floods do not occur in the west."

The old man had been watching over Alfina as she earnestly explained. But the words he spoke after turning to face me were utterly dismissive. Where had the kindly old gentleman stroking his long white beard gone?

Three days after our hypothesis review session in the archives, I, Mia, and Alfina were in the head librarian's office. Across from us sat the old man himself, the master of the room. He was around seventy. His career was apparently an exceptional one, considering he was the fourth son of a baron.

However, given his achievement of devising a method to predict Monster Floods, his current post was laughably unimportant. I wanted to curse my past self for ever feeling sorry for him.

From what I'd researched over the last three days, I thought he was an interesting character, but it seemed he was less than pleased by the commoner boy standing next to the princess. Incidentally, there were two commoners in the room, but Mia was the one offered tea and sweets.

The moment Alfina first introduced me as her friend, his attitude hardened instantly. *Is this a "bad influence on his cute granddaughter" sort of thing?* I was just as surprised to be called her friend, so I wish he’d cut me some slack. But if I tried to explain our relationship any other way, I’d probably be labeled an agitator or a villain whispering in the sovereign's ear.

*In fact, he's probably already slapped those labels on me in his head.*

*Right, no need to glare. You don't have to worry. I know full well that we live in different worlds. For starters, I hold no admiration or anything of the sort for the world she lives in. She’s definitely a beautiful girl who’d make anyone fall for her at first sight, if she weren't a walking landmine of a princess. This whole situation is just a product of coincidence. If anything, this happened because I tried my best to keep my distance.*

As I came up with excuses I couldn't say aloud, I struggled to force my sullen expression into a serene, Buddha-like smile. By the way, there's a saying that "even the Buddha's face will get angry if struck three times," but in this world, if a commoner "angers" a noble three times, they have a high probability of becoming a buddha for real.

"Considering the circumstances, the highest probability is a Monster Flood. That is why we would be most grateful for your wisdom, Head Librarian..."

"One can invent any number of armchair theories. Assuming a catastrophe does occur, what do you believe is the probability that it will be a Monster Flood?" he asked, propping his chin on his hand with a look of annoyance as I added my piece.

"Well, I'd say we'd be lucky if it's three in ten."

"What!?" "..."

The one who cried out was Alfina. I couldn't blame her. A highest probability of less than a third sounded far too unreliable. But that’s just how it was. I looked straight at Fulsy. The old man's choice of words, contrary to his attitude, showed that he was someone I could reason with on my own terms.

"And what is the reason for considering such a flimsy hypothesis?"

"As I said before, it is still the greatest possibility. And Monster Floods are preventable, which means the underlying mechanism is understood to some extent. In other words, this hypothesis is verifiable."

"To some extent, you say."

"T-To put it another way, if we borrow your wisdom, we can turn this hypothesis into a certainty of one hundred percent or zero. If we determine a Monster Flood will occur, wonderful. If not, we can move on to the next hypothesis."

I answered without averting my gaze.

"So that's why you came here. I see, I see..."

Fulsy finally lifted his chin. He grinned, one eye crinkling.

"I heard from the princess that she wished to borrow my wisdom. But you, you don't need my wisdom, or my judgment. You're just telling me to hand over my knowledge. That's what you're really saying, isn't it?"

"That's not true. Ricardo-kun is..."

"Correct. That is how you utilize an expert."

"Ricardo-kun!? W-Wait, I must explain..."

Alfina looked aghast. Fulsy glared at me, then silently rose from his seat. Alfina shifted as if to stop him.

"The mountain ranges, which are magic veins, and the surrounding Rubel Wald are the domain of monsters. Normally, the beasts do not leave those areas. A Monster Flood is when monsters suddenly form packs and attack the flatlands, that is, human territory. You must have learned in history that a large-scale Monster Flood originating from the eastern Rubel Wald two hundred years ago is said to have caused the fall of the old dynasty, yes?"

The old scholar stopped in front of a stone slate set into the wall and suddenly began a lecture. Beside it was a map depicting the entire kingdom, with many marks on the eastern mountain range.

"Nothing on that scale has occurred since, but even now, the east experiences small-scale Monster Floods once every six years on average, and medium-scale ones once every ten years. And the cause..."

Fulsy pointed to the eastern mountain range.

"Is fluctuations in the magic veins. The miasma that constitutes half of a monster's energy, in other words, disordered magical power, wells up from the depths of the earth. Therefore, the structure of the mountain range itself can be seen as the flow of magic. As you can see, the eastern range is intricately complex."

Several red lines were drawn on the eastern mountains, with circles where they intersected. *I see. So I should think of the mountains as rivers through which magic flows.*

"As a result, there are calm periods when the flows of magic cancel each other out, and turbulent periods when they overlap and intensify. This affects the ecosystem of the monsters, which are dependent on magic. To put it simply, when magic increases, so do the monsters. If the magic then decreases, the monsters starve. The result is a Monster Flood."

*Ordinary living things, including humans, live on energy from the sun. But monsters survive by taking in not only that, but also the magic that wells up from the earth. On my Earth, too, there were ecosystems that didn't depend on sunlight, instead drawing energy from deep-sea hydrothermal vents.*

"On the other hand, the western mountain range is simple. Large fluctuations in magic like those in the east cannot occur. This is what you all wanted to know, isn't it?"

*Now what will you do?* Fulsy seemed to ask me with his eyes. He had a point. The western range was comparable in size to the eastern one, but it extended in a straight line from south to north. His explanation was logical. Given that the catastrophe was prophesied for the west, the probability of it being a Monster Flood was not high.

I had to abandon my attachment to my own idea and judge it by the same standards I'd used to rule out floods and volcanic eruptions.

Alfina gave me a troubled look. I had said I would retract the hypothesis if the probability was revised, and I meant it. But...

"May I borrow the slate? Mia, please explain that data."

Mia and I hadn't been wasting our time these past three days, either. Mia moved to stand before the slate, as if swapping places with Fulsy.

"The kingdom's weather is stable, and the temperature is nearly the same in the east and west. The only significant difference is in rainfall, and the harvest yield corresponds well with the amount of rainfall. The correlation coefficient is 0.86."

Mia began her explanation. Fulsy tilted his head, wondering what was happening. Alfina, too, was confused by this development, which wasn't part of our plan.

"Correlation coefficient?"

"To put it simply, it's a numerical value that quantifies the strength of the relationship between two variables. The relationship between harvest yield and sales of luxury goods, for example. It is represented by a simple calculation like this."

Mia wrote the formula on the slate.

"An interesting method of calculation. It is quite logical. But can the harvest yields themselves be trusted? No matter how brilliantly you calculate with incorrect data, you will only amplify the error."

Harvest yields were closely tied to taxes. In other words, the nobles tried to fudge the numbers. Fulsy's words, by the way, were quite risky. Tax evasion among the nobility was a rampant, open secret that no one dared speak of. Mia glanced at me, asking for permission to press forward. I nodded.

"We cannot trust the data from the noble domains. However, the harvest yields from the crown lands, which are managed by officials partly to keep the nobles in check, are trustworthy to some extent. This is also clear from the variance in the yields."

Mia affixed a piece of paper to the slate, on which the harvest yields from noble and crown lands were plotted as dots. It was as good as saying that the harvest from noble domains didn't show a normal distribution, that it was skewed by some factor... or rather, by someone's convenience.

"The variance in the harvest yields from the noble domains is unnatural. The crown lands, on the other hand, are closer to what one would expect naturally. The results are shown by this formula, and there is a clear difference. For our data, we have used the yields from the crown lands."

This data was a bombshell. It could lead to more efficient investigations of tax evasion by the nobility. But for now, my priority was to capture this old man's interest. I had to trust my intuition that he was someone I could talk to in numbers.

"Interesting. To express the difference from the mean, you multiply them and then... no, wait. This is the mathematization of the concept of expected randomness..."

As I'd hoped, Fulsy was completely absorbed in the calculation.

"Returning to the main topic. When we divide the data between east and west, the western end has a correlation coefficient of 0.9, meaning the harvest yield and rainfall almost perfectly match. In contrast, the eastern end drops to 0.7. The reason is the existence of years with 'bumper crops' that don't match the rainfall data. The most recent were in the Kingdom Calendar years of 324, 314, and 309. In these years, the harvest yield was 'higher' than predicted by the rainfall."

Fulsy put a hand to his beard.

"Those are the years when Monster Floods occurred in the east."

"According to Princess Alfina's prophecy, the west will have a bumper crop this year. The east, however, will not. In other words, it is not only the prophecy of catastrophe that is strange, but the prophecy of a bountiful harvest as well."

Mia’s words surprised them both. We had been surprised too when we discovered it. To think there was a connection between the disaster of a Monster Flood and a bumper crop. So much for my talk about the importance of primary sources. It had been a complete blind spot.

Now, it was my turn. I stood up and pointed at the map.
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			Chapter 6: Latter Half, An Otherworldly Ecosystem

			"In other words, there is a factor affecting crop yields in the east that is unrelated to the climate. And it's highly likely that this factor is a monster flood."

I spoke to Fulsy, who was still staring longingly at Mia’s formulas.

"So you’re saying a monster flood, something the Knight Order would crush the moment signs appeared, has the effect of increasing harvests. And your reason is?"

Fulsy turned back to me, a look of irritation on his face. *At least he's willing to engage with me now. That's an improvement.*

"The monsters' domain, the Rubel Wald, and the cultivated plains are connected by a stretch of forest between them. A change in the Rubel Wald's ecosystem should affect the forest's ecosystem, and a change in the forest's ecosystem should in turn affect the plains' ecosystem. The most likely element is the presence of vermin. The damage from large rats that emerge from the forest at night to ravage the fields is not to be underestimated. Low-level monsters also prey on normal animals. This is especially true when their population increases and their magical energy wanes, in other words, when they are starving. Monsters that spill out from the Red Forest into the woods, specifically something like magic wolves, I’d guess. They would have reduced the population of the forest animals that are pests to the fields. That's my theory. Now then, what is the reason for this year's bumper crop in the west?"

"You're trying to say a monster flood will occur in the west. ...Confound it, but there's some logic to it. Though using a prophesied harvest to support a prophesied disaster is half-baked trickery."

*So he figured that part out.*

"Most importantly, the crucial piece is still missing. A monster flood won't happen in the first place unless the magical power of the magic vein fluctuates. Am I wrong?"

Fulsy sharply pointed out the logical weakness. He was right. When enough circumstantial evidence aligns, people will easily create a causal link. You don't have to be a novelist, people just love telling stories.

But no matter how many pedestrians jaywalk, a car accident won't happen on a street with no cars. No matter how plausible it seems, if the root cause is absent, it simply won't occur.

Incidentally, statistics works the opposite way, taking coincidence as its foundation. But that's a topic for another time.

"That brings us to a testable question. It's possible the magic vein's power is fluctuating in the west as well. By the way, how are monster floods predicted in the east?"

"The magical power that springs from a magic vein is chaotic. On the other hand, the magical power from a magic tool used by someone with the aptitude is orderly. So, we run magical power through a tool and record the degree to which it is disrupted onto a sheet of magically reactive paper. We do this with properly established standards, as solid, quantified data."

The old man puffed out his chest with pride. *This geezer really knows his stuff.* His method was more rigorous than I had expected.

"Then if we perform the same measurements in the west, we can prove a monster flood is going to happen, can't we?" Alfina said, her voice filled with excitement. But I shook my head.

"It won't be that simple. There's likely a time lag between the fluctuation in magical power and the monster flood."

I recalled a graph from a science textbook that showed the population fluctuations of predators and their prey. The two cycles were linked, but offset.

"Precisely. The sign of a monster flood isn't based on a single year's magical power, but on a relative pattern, the peak of magical power and its subsequent decline. This takes several years. In the east, we have been measuring magical power for over forty years. However, no such records exist for the west, where no monster flood has ever occurred. Even if we started measuring the west's magical power now, we could not predict a monster flood for this year."

"No..."

A look of despair crossed Alfina's face. They couldn't produce the evidence for the monster flood that now seemed so likely. But, of course, I had an idea.

Since this world also has four seasons, yearly data must be accumulating somewhere. If we were purely after data quality, the glaciers in the western mountains would be best, but you wouldn't have enough lifetimes to get there. That leaves one other possibility...

Yes, the trees around that village have a distinctive color.

But there are plenty of problems. The degradation of the records over time, and whether we can even ensure accuracy since it would be an indirect measurement. Still, it's a possibility.

"What is the margin of error for the measurements?"

"Around ten percent. What of it?"

"What if the director himself, the originator of the method, conducted the experiment?"

"I thought you just needed my knowledge?"

"Young people are prone to making mistakes."

It was a phrase I couldn't easily use with my classmates, but it was fine to say to an old man who had lived twice my cumulative age.

"Hmph. It's been nearly forty years since I established the method. My successors have done nothing but repeat the measurements without changing a thing. What's so interesting about that? The Royal Court cut my research funding, saying they didn't need any greater precision. But I have continued to make improvements."

"Which means."

"I can make a judgment with an order of magnitude more precision."

Fulsy took a sheet of black paper from his drawer.

"Then I'll go retrieve that past data. As soon as I return, I'd like to ask you to measure the samples, Director."

"Do you truly have a way to learn of the past..."

"I have no guarantee. But if it works, we should be able to get records for the past few decades. Then, for comparison, we'll need a similar sample from the east."

What I needed to collect the samples was a thin, cylindrical piece of metal. An ordinary tree from near the Royal Capital would serve as the negative control. A tree from the east would be the positive control. I opened an encyclopedia of natural history. It showed a tree as bright red as autumn leaves. But this tree's color was the same regardless of the season.

The red-leaf tree. It was a species that required magical power to survive and grew only in a limited area within and around the Red Forest.

"Hmph. Well, I suppose I am technically an educator. Humoring a student's nonsense might prove to be an amusing diversion. ...And it is a request from the princess, after all."

As he said this, the corners of Fulsy's lips curled into a smile.

◇◇

When the lecture ended, I left the director's office through the library side. Fulsy was still holding Mia captive, talking about the formulas from before.

That couldn't be helped. But for some reason, Alfina followed me.

"Ricardo-kun, you are truly amazing."

The beautiful girl, who seemed to shine even in the dim library, looked at me with eyes full of respect. *I wish she wouldn't look at me with such innocent expectation.* I think it will work in principle, but this is a real tightrope walk. My stomach hurts just thinking about her reaction if I fail.

"You will be going to Leylia Village yourself, won't you, Ricardo-kun?"

"Yes, I want to see it with my own eyes. Besides, they're a business partner of the Vinder Company, and I know the village chief."

"I see..."

Alfina stopped walking. Then, as if she had made up her mind, she lifted her head and looked at me with a direct gaze. I had a bad feeling. When this classmate of mine shows her own will, it's highly probable that my self-preservation is threatened. The correlation is so strong there's no need to even calculate it.

"Please take me with you."

"What?"

"I cannot let you bear all the hardship alone, Ricardo-kun."

"I, I appreciate the sentiment, but this is just an errand for my family business, so you need not concern yourself."

*She's suggesting something outrageous. What am I supposed to do if I get reincarnated into yet another different world?*

"But... I can confirm if that's the village I saw in the prophecy. If I see it for myself, I might be able to recall a more detailed image. Primary sources, was it? They are important, are they not?"

"That is..."

She had struck a nerve. It was the fundamental premise of my hypothesis, the most crucial point to confirm. And she was the only one who could do it.

"B-But, didn't you yourself say that it was difficult for you to travel far?"

"It is not easy, but I will try asking my aunt."

We had reached the exit of the library. Alfina stared at me, her eyes filled with determination. It was a clear expression of her otherwise gentle will. The light in her eyes made me freeze in my tracks.

Just then, the door swung open. A black shadow entered the library. I instinctively stepped in front of Alfina. The light from the reading room cast a silhouette. It was a woman with a ponytail. I saw the glint of something long and thin in her hand.

"Why are you with Her Highness!"

She drew her sword before she even finished speaking. Come to think of it, I think I heard a knock from behind me a moment ago. She must have been told we were in the library when she came to pick up the princess. Did she see Mia? If so, the excuse that we just happened to meet in the library won't work.

"Clau. Ricardo-kun was only responding to my request."

"Wha... N-No... Y-You..."

Clau turned beet red. What on earth did she imagine? The drawn blade in her hand trembled. Her unmarried mistress, alone in a private room with a man, and she, the guard, walks in on them. This is bad. With the difference in our stations, she could probably cut me down out of sheer frustration and get away with it.

"Please calm down, Claudia-dono. Alfina-sama, I believe your phrasing might be causing a misunderstanding."

"...Ah! Um, well... yes, that's right. Ricardo-kun is familiar with the western lands because of his family's business. So, I was receiving his advice about the prophecy. You can ask Professor Fulsy, he will confirm it."

Alfina's words were a jumbled mess. She might be the only classmate of mine who's worse at subterfuge than I am. But hearing her, Clau pushed me aside.

"Your Highness. You must not speak of the prophecy again."

"Clau. But... Ricardo-kun, I..."

She was being too forceful for someone addressing her mistress. Her eyes held an anxiety even stronger than the wariness she had shown me moments ago. Even so, Alfina tried to move closer to me.

"Ricardo. Do not ever speak a word of Her Highness being concerned about the prophecy."

"I promise. Alfina-sama, it was an honor to be with you this time."

As if pushed by Clau's gaze, I exited the library. The two of them didn't follow. They would probably return to the director's office and leave through the hallway.

For some reason, I found myself biting my lip. I should have been relieved that the conversation had been left unresolved. After all, my self-preservation gauge was already at zero, no, it was in the negatives.

Besides, taking a princess to a village is just too unreasonable. Alfina's aunt is the Grand Duchess Bertold, a high noble. She will surely make a sound judgment.
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			Chapter 7. A Picnic on the Cliff's Edge

			Seven days had passed since our unofficial, unsanctioned disaster preparedness meeting. The sky was clear. A pleasant breeze caressed my skin. Before me, I could see the green stalks of wheat swaying in the wind. The scene of a perfectly ordinary farming village, transitioning from spring to summer, spread out before my eyes.

It was the kind of idyllic scene that would make an Impressionist painter reach for their brush. But my state of mind was anything but.

"So this is a field of bread," the apprentice priestess beside me said.

Not a single bead of sweat dotted her fair face. Her blue-silver hair peeked out slightly from her hood. Her dark blue, obviously worn-out dress was rather frumpy. But her very being betrayed her minimal effort at concealment. *Ah, I see. So the privileged possess a different kind of charm even when they try to hide it.*

In fact, her approachability only increased her magnetic pull, making me want to reach out... *Is this like how village girls always look cute in fantasy RPGs?*

"That’s a rather problematic statement, so please refrain from saying it, Lady Alfina," I warned the girl, who seemed more suited for the French Revolution than for French Impressionism.

"Is that so? More importantly, Ricardo-kun. You have to call me Fina."

"That’s a bit too obvious for a fake name... All right, F-Fina."

"Yes, Fina it is."

Al-Fina beamed. Her unusually high spirits were probably just traveler’s high. I’d heard on the crude carriage from Bertold that in the luxurious carriage from the capital to Bertold, she wasn't even allowed to open the window.

"A-anyway. First, I need to lay out the consequences for the village chief... I mean. I'll go say hello."

Four days ago, I had joined a caravan headed for Leylia Village, just as planned. Staying overnight in Bertold was also part of the plan. And I met up with Jacob and his four adventurers, who are under exclusive contract with Vinder, right on schedule. Adventurers are true professionals, and their adherence to the plan put me at ease.

Everything had gone according to plan until the next morning, when a messenger from the Grand Duchess, the regional lord, arrived at my inn.

Power does not concern itself with the schedules of a humble merchant. Or rather, it doesn't even recognize they exist. My journey was now to be accompanied by an apprentice priestess from the Grand Cathedral of Bertold. The heartwarming pretext was that she was visiting the village orphans.

The Grand Duchess had suggested Alfina take a rest. The king, wanting to keep his daughter away from matters of prophecy, had apparently approved. As for Clau, she had supposedly been summoned home by her parents. *What a useless woman, disappearing at such a crucial time.*

I wanted to curse my own decision to leave Mia behind in the capital for a separate investigation.

I was about to say that our carriage was full and she'd have to arrange her own. But Jacob, misunderstanding something, moved our luggage onto the roof and seated the apprentice priestess next to me. I barely managed to stop myself from saying, "If anything happens, you'll be out of a job, and in the worst case, you'll get dragged into this and executed."

Thanks to that, I spent two hours in a carriage that wasn't very spacious to begin with, right next to the most beautiful girl in the academy. By the time we reached our destination, what little was left of my sense of self-preservation was in tatters.

"Ricardo-niichan. It's been a while."

"Ahhh, he's with a girl who isn't Mia-neechan."

As I crossed the village square to get to the chief's house, the children who had gathered around began their innocent acts of treason. *Hold on, you lot. Careless words and actions can lead to death. At the very least, don't drag me into it.*

I pushed past the clamoring children and entered the village chief's house.

"Well if it isn't Ricardo-sa... ahem. Ricardo."

"Village Chief. It's been a while. How is the water wheel?"

I replied to the slender, middle-aged man with a broad smile. This was a village that rarely had outsiders. I had to give him credit for at least trying to act.

"Yes, it's running in fine condition."

"That's good to hear. But please, don't overwork it or its lifespan will shorten. Let it rest from time to time."

"I see. I will do that."

I signaled for him to keep the beekeeping a secret, then introduced Fina as an apprentice priestess. I told him we would be looking around the village, but not to mind us. Alfina looked like she wanted to say something. She probably wanted to give him a warning. Her face had clouded over when she saw the sash on the village chief's daughter, after all.

Of course, I made sure to suggest they increase their food stores. I left the detailed evacuation plans, including that point, to Jacob and his team. Since I could only leak minimal information, it was more like preparing for preparations.

First, I had to confirm if this village truly matched Alfina's vision.

I led Alfina to the border between the wheat fields and the pasture. Verdant fields of wheat. Cattle grazing on the grass. A slowly turning water wheel. The surrounding scenery was as peaceful as ever. The distant woods, whose leaves turned crimson in early summer, were unsettling, but for the villagers who lived here, it was a sight they had known since birth.

*I wonder if a swarm of monsters is teeming inside there, ready to overflow at any moment.*

Alfina's feet stopped dead. Her beautiful face instantly tensed. It was as if her smile at the milk vetch on the path just moments before had been a lie. The Oracle Princess closed her eyes and clenched her fists tightly.

"There is no mistake. The village from my prophecy is this one," Alfina said clearly, opening her eyes.

I needed to get serious, too. At the very least, we had to prepare enough to get the villagers inside the walls of Bertold, even if the kingdom didn't act.

But first, we had to try to prevent a situation where they'd have to abandon the village.

"I'm going to collect a sample."

"A sample of the red-leafed tree, right? Are you perhaps going into the forest?"

"No, in places like this village that are close to the Red Forest, you can find them scattered about... Look."

Alfina looked anxiously at the crimson forest. I pointed to the red trees around the village. By growing deep roots, they could probably survive a certain distance from the magic veins. Timber is precious in this world, but these had grown into large trees because people found them creepy and wouldn't cut them down. The village chief said they already had red leaves when he was a boy, so they were plenty old.

Incidentally, the village's fuel needs are met by peat.

Now then, there were two particularly large ones, one to the west and one to the east. The milk vetch field is to the west. I should minimize the risk of the beekeeping secret getting out. Besides, bringing Alfina along was unplanned in the first place.

I glanced at Alfina. Her expression was completely serious, a stark contrast to when she arrived in the village. *Of course, she didn't come here to play.*

"Ricardo-kun?"

"Ah, yes..."

Bringing her was worth it. Confirming the primary source of information was a huge step. If the prophecy is true, she's the one who tried to save the village and...

*No, I granted her wish to see the milk vetch flowers. Besides, I should have fulfilled my obligation when I gave her the bookmark.*

"We'll use the tree on that hill."

A red tree stood atop a rise too small to be called a hill. Incidentally, beyond the hill was a small, sunken piece of land with a stream flowing through its center. Perhaps it was once a lake.

When I reached the trunk, I beckoned to Alfina, who had been following me in silence.

"Ricardo-kun, what... Wow!"

Fina clasped her hands as if in prayer and looked at the scene below. A red carpet made of flowers. A field of milk vetch. To me, it was a treasure trove that produced not golden eggs, but copper honey.

But for someone who had never left the stone-walled capital, it must have been a rare sight. Well, for my past Japanese self, it would probably be more heartwarming than the Western-style gardens of the capital.

I forced my gaze away from her profile, which had regained its age-appropriate smile. She had played her part, so she could just be a tourist now.

"...Right, time for some heavy lifting," I muttered, taking a tool out of my leather bag. Seen from the side, it was a T-shaped metal rod. The vertical bar was hollow, and the outside of its tip was grooved. A non-slip cloth was wrapped around the horizontal bar.

I faced the large tree. I pressed the cylinder against the trunk like I was aiming a machine gun. I adjusted the angle toward what I guessed was the center. The sharp tip dug slightly into the hard trunk. Grasping the horizontal bar of the T with both hands, I twisted my arms.

With a kyuryu, kyuryu sound, the cylinder slowly, slowly bored into the trunk. *Keep it level, keep it level,* I chanted in my head. As an economics major, I'd never done anything like taking tree ring samples. A favorite saying of my old professor was, "Economics is the physics of the individual, the chemistry between people, and the biology of the living thing called society." Thanks to him, I was forced to read all sorts of classic papers from various fields in his seminar.

The muscles in my biceps began to cramp. Just as I was about to wipe the sweat from my brow, a pair of white hands covered mine from behind.

"I'm sorry. I have to help, too."

Her whisper was right by my ear, and her slender arms, which looked like they'd never held anything heavier than a fork, touched mine. A different kind of sweat ran down my back. I was truly grateful for her priestess robes that nearly reached the back of her hands. I'd wondered if the thick-looking fabric was hot, but if she'd been wearing something thin, my own sweat would have been a much bigger problem.

Trying to ignore my sweet-smelling collaborator, I rotated my arms with a clear mind. I think the tip of my elbow may have grazed something soft behind me a few times, but it must have been my imagination. It had to be, because otherwise, things would get far too dangerous.

"...I-I think this is far enough."

I realized the white line I'd marked as a guide had disappeared into the trunk. Her assistance might not have meant much physically, but it seemed to have had a considerable psychological effect.

"Um, it's a bit late to ask, but... what were you doing?"

"Just watch."

I inserted a thin iron rod I had prepared into the cylinder. A sample, about the thickness of a straw, was pushed out. It was lined with beautiful horizontal stripes. It looked like I had managed to bore it out horizontally, almost perfectly toward the center.

"It has tree patterns on it. Is it something special?"

Alfina looked puzzled. She probably knew what tree rings were. Even in a stone culture, it's not like they don't have wood. There are non-red forests around isolated mountains, away from the eastern and western mountain ranges.

"Trees stop growing in the winter and grow in the summer. The marks of that difference in growth are these stripes. In other words, the dark, thin parts are winter, and the white, wide parts are from spring to summer. One, two, three... This year's isn't complete, but this gives us a record of roughly fifty years, distinguishable on a year-by-year basis."

In my old world, you could get climate change data by measuring the width of the rings and carbon isotopes. Here, my prediction was that it would leave a record of magical power.

"There was such a method... Amazing. With this, I'm sure..."

"Save the praise for after it works. There are still plenty of hurdles to clear, like data accuracy and standardization."

"But I'm sure you'll be fine, Ricardo-kun. It's truly amazing. Truly."

"I just provided some knowledge I had because Fina asked me to."

Alfina looked at me with eyes full of pure admiration. *She's overestimating me.* I wasn't the one who came up with the original method. Besides, I have my own interests in protecting this village. And it was Alfina who had the courage to tell me the prophecy, even though it was nothing but a risk for her. I, for one, properly value someone who takes a risk.

"But you were the only one who listened to me, Ricardo-kun."

"Well, that was, you know, kind of a mutual misunderstanding, wasn't it?"

"Yes, it was..."

Alfina clenched her hands in front of her chest. She stared intently at the scenery beyond the hill. *What is it now?*

"And... I will never forget what happened today for the rest of my life."

"Huh!?"

"This view. Ricardo-kun, there were red trees much closer to us."

Alfina was gripping my hand. Her smile was like she'd been given an expensive jewel. This girl was so easy to please it was a little worrying. I wonder if her knight-errant affectation was actually because of this disposition. Also, that Grand Duchess Bertold person really needs to be more careful. Sweet flowers easily attract bugs.

"W-well, in any case. We've done what we came to do. Let's put our hopes in Fulsy now," I said to Alfina, who showed no sign of letting go of my hand.



		
			Chapter 11

			Chapter 8, Part One. From Prophecy to Prediction

			The day after I returned from Leylia, I finished up some work in the courtyard, with the curious and mocking gazes of the other students at my back. From there, I headed to the room next to the director's office. The original director's office had apparently been split in two, with one half now serving as a personal laboratory.

When I entered, I saw windows covered by thick curtains and walls painted black with a material said to block the influence of magic. A thick workbench, the same color as the walls, stood there. Attached to it was a shelf lined with inscrutable jars. A stone slate, just like the one in the director's office, was embedded in the wall.

This room was far more expensive than the rather simple director's office. And it was clearly larger. It was a setup that revealed exactly where its owner's priorities lay, between his hobby and his work. No wonder I, one of the library's top five users, had never seen it before.

*Aren't magical tools and their energy source, magic crystals, almost entirely under state control? I guess even a washed-up court magician has his perks.*

Across the workbench stood an old man in a black apron and black gloves. He had transformed from the librarian into a scholar. I stood facing Fulsy, with Mia to my right and Alfina to my left.

"Well then, let the experiment begin."

Fulsy raised both hands like a surgeon before an operation and made his declaration. On the workbench lay a long, thin object wrapped in black cloth, the tree sample I had brought from the courtyard, and a sheet of black paper.

The scene resembled a student experiment under the guidance of an old professor. But we couldn't participate. My own aptitude was practically zero, and Mia’s was likely not much better. Magic can only be wielded by those with the aptitude who have mastered the use of a specific magical tool. Alfina was specialized for the Crystal of Prophecy, while the knights used their own weapons and armor.

"First, this 'wood'," Fulsy said.

He picked up the wooden stick. This was the negative control, to confirm that the wood itself didn't have any properties that reacted to magic. Ideally, we would use a tree of the same species that hadn't absorbed any magic, but that was impossible.

Fulsy pressed the stick against the black paper on the desk. He then removed his right glove and extended his middle and index fingers. They were like withered branches, trembling faintly and unsteadily. On his middle finger was a ring set with a small gem resembling an amethyst. The metal part of the ring seemed to be engraved with a maze-like pattern.

Fulsy mumbled something, and a white light overflowed from the ring. The pattern on the ring glowed in response, and several patterns emerged on the gemstone. Finally, the light enveloped his hand. The trembling had stopped completely.

The magician pressed the sample onto the black paper, then slowly moved his two fingers from right to left, from the core of the trunk toward the bark.

When the stick was removed, the black paper had been exposed white. It was perfectly uniform, as if someone had painted it with white ink using a brush. I let out a sigh of relief. If the plant itself had shown a strange reaction, the difficulty of the measurement would have skyrocketed.

"It seems to conduct it honestly. Next is to create a standard."

Fulsy placed ten small, tile-like squares on the paper. The ring glowed, and squares ranging from pure white to nearly black appeared.

The preparations were complete. Next was the positive control.

"This is the sample I had brought all the way from the East."

He unwrapped the black cloth, revealing the hollowed-out trunk of a red-leaf tree. He had apparently used his connections to obtain it from near an observation post in the East.

His fingers moved from the right edge to the left. Fulsy looked at me. I couldn't help but hold my breath. If this showed no result, the entire idea of observing magical fluctuations through tree rings would be a failure.

Slowly, the sample was lifted. Fulsy's eyes lit up.

"I see, so this is how it turns out... How interesting."

A wave-like pattern had appeared on the paper. I exhaled deeply. The areas with less exposure, the black parts, indicated a larger amount of disordered magic, or miasma. The brightness was inversely proportional to the amount of miasma, the same principle as an X-ray. I didn't understand the mechanism by which the magic-infused tree recorded magical energy, but it was clear that the concentration varied by year.

However, the black and white pattern was ambiguous in the area from the core to the middle of the trunk, the older years.

"It seems the very old years are no good. Maybe about ten years' worth..."

"Wait, wait, let me try adjusting the sensitivity a bit."

Now completely engrossed, Fulsy fiddled with his ring. Next to the previous image, a pattern with slightly more contrast appeared.

"There, that's better. Still, it would be safest to discard any data from before thirty years ago."

*Impressive. I believe the accuracy was an order of magnitude higher than the observation post's. Since it's a direct measurement, that's probably sufficient, but it would have been useless against a red-leaf tree.*

"Alright, now to digitize this. Mia-kun, please take notes."

Mia took out a ruler and pen and made marks corresponding to the stripes on the trunk, which she had shifted to the side. Fulsy, magnifying glass in hand, began converting the density of each tree ring into a numerical value. Their coordination was perfect. *She is my secretary, after all.*

Alfina watched them from my side, her expression tense.

In the end, twenty-eight years of data were laid out on the paper. Fulsy took a scroll from his breast pocket. Shielding it from our view, he compared the obtained values with it. Then he tossed the scroll onto the desk.

"Um, Professor, this has the mark of a classified document on it..." Alfina said hesitantly. Well, of course, it was probably a military secret.

"This classification is meaningless now. We have the very same thing right before our eyes," Fulsy said.

I compared the numbers on both sides. Twenty-eight years ago, the observed value was 30, and the tree ring measurement was 14. Twenty-seven years ago, observed 33, measured 15. Twenty-six years ago, observed 40, measured 18. Of course, the numbers didn't match exactly, so they had to be relativized against their respective averages. It seemed multiplying by a little over two would make them correspond. No, three years ago it was 24 to 12, exactly double, so there was some decay over time. But this was well within an acceptable range.

Without a word, Mia began relativizing the data as positive or negative against the average. Normally, we would also calculate standard deviation and run statistical tests, but with this small a sample size, it was of little use.

"To think such a method existed. Who in the world are you?"

"I was just lucky. I never thought we'd get such clean data."

Fulsy, who had been enjoying his new toy just moments ago, now looked at me with sharp eyes. I replied with a strained smile. I couldn't possibly say it was knowledge from another world. That would sound even more dubious than a prophecy.

"............In the past twenty-eight years, there has been one medium-scale and four small-scale Monster Floods in the East. As you can see here, the magic veins become active five years before a Monster Flood. They peak three years before, and after two years of decline, the Monster Flood occurs. The corresponding tree ring pattern is right here."

On the black paper, I could see a band that gradually darkened over three gradations.

"That's amazing. It's happening just as you said, Ricardo-kun."

Alfina squeezed my hand. Her beautiful eyes were slightly moist. When this princess gets emotional, her reactions become a little... innocent, you know?

"Ahem."

Mia cleared her throat. Alfina hastily let go of my hand.

"...The credit belongs to the director for discovering such a clearly predictable pattern."

The number of monsters must increase as the magic from the veins grows, with the peak in monster population coming slightly after the peak in magic. The increased number of monsters then go on a rampage, triggered by the subsequent decrease in magic. That was my guess.

"Hmph. ...Well now, here are the values obtained from the tree rings up to four years ago. There are no major fluctuations. From today's experiment alone, we can predict that a Monster Flood will not occur this year. Of course, in the case of the East, this is merely a corroboration of the observation post's data. But..." Fulsy's eyes pierced the bundle I held in my hands. Yes, this contained unknown information. And it held a far more serious meaning than just an academic record of magical fluctuations in the West.

I looked at Alfina. She nodded. I handed Fulsy the sample the two of us had cut.

Now for the real test. A tense air filled the room. Fulsy began lifting the stick from the side opposite the bark, from the older years. A white exposure appeared on the paper. The measurement results slowly, tantalizingly, stretched out before our eyes. But even as we reached the part where the pattern should have started appearing based on the previous sample, the paper remained white.

Finally, the bark lifted off the paper. I stared intently at it. But there was nothing to see but white.

*Are there no fluctuations in the magic veins? Does the disaster the prophecy foretold not a Monster Flood? Do I need to consider the next hypothesis? Or perhaps the prophecy itself was...* My mind spun in circles.

"How odd. It's unnatural for there to be no fluctuation at all. Did you properly... drat it! I forgot to reset the sensitivity."

"Hey, old ma... Director, please."

Fulsy scratched his head and twisted the ring. His fingers moved over the tree rings once more. The sample lifted from the paper. Again, it was pure white... no, there was a faint shadow.

In the white line, near the end, there seemed to be a single, faint haze.

"I'll adjust it a bit more."

Third time's the charm. Fulsy let out a "huff" and put the stick down. What appeared was the undesirable result we had been hoping for.

The core of the trunk was completely white. The middle section, on closer inspection, showed a faint wave. And right next to the bark, there was a single black band.

Placing it next to the sample from the East made it perfectly clear. In the West, the magic had indeed been stable. However, that was only true up until five years ago. A slight shadow appeared four years ago, which grew darker three years ago, and then two years ago. Then, one year ago, it returned to white. This year's data was incomplete, but at least no shadow was visible.

"I'll remake the standard with this sensitivity, but there's no need to digitize it. The signs have appeared. Most likely this year..."

"A great calamity, a Monster Flood, will occur in the West. Is that what you mean?"

Though there was no wind, the lamplight flickered.

At our conclusion, the two girls fell silent. One faced a disaster that would strike her homeland. The other had just been shown proof that the horrifying vision she had seen would become reality.

A mysterious, vague image had been transformed into a numerical prediction. It was the moment prophecy had changed into information.



		
			Chapter 12

			Chapter 8: Part 2 - From Experiment to Politics

			Everyone fell silent. A heavy silence descended upon the laboratory as we sat around the table. It was a silence born not in spite of the experiment's success, but because of it. The crisis in the western part of the kingdom was no longer an ambiguous prophecy, but a reality presented as solid data.

The image of the peaceful village I had just seen a few days ago resurfaced in my mind. *I want to go back right now, to prepare them for evacuation...*

"That's right. We must publicize this fact at once and have the villagers evacuate..."

Alfina shot to her feet, a look of realization on her face. Her desperate expression snapped me back to my senses. I took a moment to calm my breathing before I spoke.

"Please calm down, Alfina-sama."

"Ricardo-kun!?"

Her astonished face seemed to say, *But you're the one who predicted the monster flood*. It was true. Our hypothesis, that a monster flood would occur in the west, had just been verified by the experiment.

We had converted the prophetic disaster, visible only to Alfina, into tangible numbers. Honestly, I hadn't expected the results to be this clean. It had gone that well. Up to this point.

But this is where things would get complicated.

Nature is straightforward. At least, within the scope that it allows us to understand. The monsters will likely react predictably to the patterns in the magical energy, even if a monster flood has never happened there before. But how will humans react when faced with the same information?

"In the east, they dispatch the Knight Order as soon as the signs are confirmed, correct?"

"That is so. A horde requires a high-ranking individual at its core to maintain control. If that can be eliminated, the monsters will turn on each other. The horde can be broken up before it becomes a flood."

"And dispatching the Knight Order would require a cabinet decision, taking the form of a royal decree, I imagine."

Fulsy nodded. In other words, it had to go through the nation's highest decision making body.

"If this pattern were observed in the east, the order to dispatch the knights would be given without any issue. However. Though dispatching the knights is now standard practice, it took two disasters before that decision was first made."

Fulsy stated this in a flat tone, betraying no emotion. But the old man’s eyes were fixed on the girl who was like a granddaughter to him.

"A prediction for an unprecedented location, using an unprecedented method. It won't be evaluated the same way as the eastern phenomena, will it."

"How can that be, when it's so clear? Even if there's no precedent..."

The girl, who would soon experience the same frustrations, looked at the old man. An endorsement from Fulsy, the leading authority on monster floods, was crucial. Without it, this was nothing more than a student's independent research project. But...

"I promise to guarantee that this conclusion is irrefutable. I will do so no matter who I face. However, to the Royal Court, I am nothing more than a retired old man. If this were to be brought before the morning council, the time required for the official process would also be a problem. It would take several months at the very least, and that's assuming it isn't rejected once. For what it's worth, I am not on good terms with the current head of observation. The man couldn't advance the methods I devised by a single step."

It was a fatal lack of time to move the nation's leadership before the disaster struck.

Let's say a revolutionary method for earthquake prediction was discovered on modern Earth, a place where science and technology are trusted. The academic world would be in an uproar, and experts would praise the discoverer. But how long would it take for that to pass through the legislature and mobilize the government? Even several months would be an overly optimistic estimate.

I looked at the faces gathered here. We had been the ideal team for analyzing the prophecy. However, when it came to implementing countermeasures, we were the worst possible group.

"I... I will appeal to His Majesty once more."

"That would be counterproductive."

Mia's declaration was firm. Unfortunately, I had to agree. Alfina was already treated as a pariah because of her prophecies.

Besides, on a personal level, she had already taken enough risks and played her part perfectly.

"This is no longer a prophecy. It is a forecast. A forecast achieved by everyone here."

"Ricardo-kun? Of course it is. That's why I must do whatever it takes..." Alfina looked at me, her expression puzzled.

"When a sly schemer like you, senpai, says something like that, it can be misunderstood."

"Indeed. What the lad is trying to say is that you no longer have to bear this burden alone, Princess."

"Ricardo-kun..."

"N-No, that's not it. What I mean is, because it's a forecast, it can be handled differently than a prophecy. It's just a matter of whether it's possible to share it, provided we choose our audience very carefully and explain it extremely well. That's what I meant."

I waved my hands frantically as I made my case. Being expected to act like a knight protecting a princess... I didn't have enough self preservation instincts for a role like that.

"We need someone with influence. Preferably a high-ranking noble with territory in the west. Someone who will at least listen to what Alfina-sama has to say. Someone who can be reasoned with logically. Someone who is not afraid to overturn precedent."

I listed the conditions, my face growing stiff. In situations like this, you don't expect to find the ideal candidate, so you prioritize the conditions and narrow down the list. But this time, there were too many necessary hurdles, and they were all too high. These were all qualities lacking in this country's establishment.

Fulsy tilted his head. Mia remained silent. My own network was even smaller than theirs.

My past bill had come due at the worst possible moment. After all, one of my reasons for enrolling here was to find an influential person who understood numbers. Yet I had overlooked even Fulsy's existence, which was laughable.

Silence filled the room once more. Unlike before, this silence was stagnant.

"Um, I was planning to give you this after our discussion."

Suddenly, Alfina placed a sealed letter on the table. It was an official letter, sealed with wax. The addressee was... me!?

"My aunt said she had something she wanted to ask you about... regarding that previous matter."

"By 'previous matter,' do you mean when Alfina-sama forced her way onto senpai's trip?"

"It wasn't a trip, it was work. And I merely guided her from Bertold to Leylia. Jacob was with us the whole way..."

I hurriedly broke the seal and read the letter. The text was simpler than I expected. Of course, only the writing was simple. The content was a summons disguised as an invitation.

"The date on this is for tomorrow. Don't high-ranking nobles usually give people more time? Summoning someone in a hurry makes it seem like you're panicking, which could affect your prestige, or something."

Unable to honestly say I absolutely did not want to go, I looked to Alfina for help.

"My aunt doesn't really care about such things," Alfina said with a bright smile.

"B-But, I have plans too. You know, dealing with the monster flood..."

I turned to Mia, pleading for help.

"..."

"Regarding the conditions you just listed, the Grand Duchess Bertold would be a perfect fit," Fulsy said.

When I thought about it, she was ideal for our current objective. She met every criterion. This invitation was a golden opportunity. But what if we were the ones on the chopping block? Wouldn't we just get devoured?

They wanted me to give a presentation to one of the most powerful nobles in the kingdom. And with only one day to prepare. This was an impossible game.

"Well, she is a difficult one in her own way. Now then, I suppose I should think about what to write in my letter of recommendation..."

"It will be fine. She was very interested in you, Ricardo-kun."

Fulsy spoke as if it had nothing to do with him. He seemed cooperative, but he was clearly pushing the whole thing onto me. The hopeful look in Alfina's eyes was painful to see. A commoner's fate could be snuffed out in an instant depending on the nature of that interest.

"Senpai, please instruct me on the necessary data and the format for the charts."

Mia began organizing the data as if it were a matter of course. This motley crew had somehow developed perfect teamwork. Except for me, who couldn't keep up.

"I'm terrible at presentations. Maybe with your years of experience..."

"You are the one who was invited. ...Indeed. I shall write that you are the most outstanding student in the last ten years. Of course, that phrase has been overused as a social courtesy to the point that it's almost meaningless if it's not included..."

"I'm sure you'll be fine, Ricardo-kun."

The highest hurdle yet had just been set. With a strained smile, I had no choice but to nod.

There was no other option to begin with. They say a coward finds their resolve when there are no choices left. But for someone whose first priority is self preservation, all I feel is the terror of having no escape.

*Right, tips for a presentation. One theme per slide, a simple logical flow, state the conclusion first... Right, and don't overuse animations... It's not like I have PowerPoint or anything.*

"In other words, the most important thing is what the information indicates... No, that's not right. The word 'information' actually diminishes its value... My audience is a Grand Duchess, a woman, and Alfina's aunt. Which role should I assume she'll be in? Ugh, there's no time."

After returning home, I was doing some mental practice for tomorrow. Normally, I should have started by studying etiquette, but I would have to rely on the princess's support for that.

Was it almost midnight? Not knowing the exact time is so inconvenient.

Knock, knock.

"Who is it at this hour?"

I turned around as the door opened and Mia walked in. I couldn't make out the color of her face in the candlelight, but her expression lacked its usual composure. In fact, it was strange for her to enter without waiting for a reply.

"Senpai. Jacob is here with a report."

"Jacob? Isn't he with my old man in Leylia?"

My father was on a business trip to Leylia. While the experiment confirmed things today, I had asked him to make a move beforehand. I was currently preparing a presentation to move the entire country, but of course, I also had to plan for the possibility that it wouldn't work.

My father should have finished delivering the emergency supplies and be on his way back by now.

"Don't tell me something happened to my father."

I asked Jacob, who had entered after Mia.

"No, the president is fine. It's just..."

"What is it?"

"One of the village kids was almost abducted by a strange man. Luckily, we happened to be there, so nothing came of it. Anyway, the man was apparently sniffing around about the honey. The supplies we brought this time were a bit too varied and large in scale for a simple peddler's visit to the village, so information must have leaked from somewhere."

"Dorefano. It has to be Dorefano."

Blood rushed to my head in an instant. I slammed my fist on the desk. The quill pen that had been lying there flew into the air and clattered to the floor.

"Please calm down, senpai."

Mia picked it up and handed it to me.

"Why... It just so happens that no one was harmed this time, but still... Damn it."

A village child. That meant it was someone Mia knew. She must be far more worried than I was.

I took a deep breath to compose myself.

Things had been quiet lately, but Dorefano was the enemy. If I let myself get shaken by the enemy's hostile actions, I wouldn't be able to protect anything. It was fine to be angry, but I couldn't afford to be surprised.

"...How much do you know about who was behind this? What did my father say?"

First, I needed to confirm the information.

"The president is staying in Bertold to investigate the route he used to procure the supplies. The man's equipment and skills suggest he's a washed-up adventurer. Bertold was our party's old base of operations, so we have a lot of connections there. If Remi investigates along those lines, something should turn up. I'll handle the Royal Capital."

Our business expansion was being stifled because we were on a major merchant's bad side. That was why almost all the profits from the honey had been invested in people. That included me and Mia attending the academy, and hiring skilled people like Jacob's team, who were far beyond what a small company could normally afford. Right now, I had no choice but to trust in that.

"...Prioritize narrowing down the enemy. Dorefano is the prime suspect. You can spend as much money as... well, not quite, but you can use up all of this year's current budget."

"I thought you'd say that."

"Leave the presentation to me. Mia, you go help Jacob. However, limit yourself to information gathering, and do not go outside alone under any circumstances."

"Understood. Jacob-san, please also look into the area around Kenwell Company, since their relationship with Dorefano is deteriorating."

"Got it."

The two of them left the room, talking as they went.

I will never forgive him. Not that he can't be forgiven, or that he shouldn't be forgiven. I will not, in fact, forgive him. It doesn't matter that no actual harm was done. The moment there was a possibility of harm, a line was crossed.

In the world I came from, there's a saying. Even an inch-long bug has a half-inch of... revenge.



		
			Chapter 13

			Chapter 9. Part One, The Presentation

			The angular fireplace was constructed from red brick. On the beige wall, which harmonized with the fireplace, hung a single painting of a winter meadow. A small, bronze-colored chandelier hung from the ceiling. The table was a thick, oval piece of wood.

Alfina and I sat on the same side of the table. We were both in our uniforms. I couldn't imagine how much attire befitting a grand ducal household would cost. I had no plans of ever returning, anyway.

I felt restless. I could tell that each component of the room was of high quality. However, I couldn't judge whether it met the standards of formality expected of a grand ducal house. And the atmosphere felt more sturdy and practical than luxurious, which I found surprisingly at odds with the fact that the lady of the house was a woman.

What I mean is, I couldn't tell whether I was being welcomed, even if only for show, or if I was already being intimidated, as if to say, *a glorified storeroom like this is good enough for a peasant like you*.

I stole a glance at Alfina. The maid who had served our tea left immediately, leaving the two of us alone in the room. She smiled sweetly at me as if asking what was wrong. She seemed the same as always, or perhaps even brighter than usual. Well, for a princess, this was a relative's home.

It occurred to me that the classic line, "Sir, may I have your daughter’s hand in marriage," is a kind of interview. In that case, the reply, "I have no reason to be called ‘father-in-law’ by you," would be a stress interview.

Wait a minute, she may be a guardian, but she's a woman. It would be more of a friendly, "Oh, so you’re my daughter’s boyfriend?" kind of thing... No, no, what am I thinking? That was far too absurd, even as a way to escape reality. I shook my head vigorously.

"Ricardo-kun?"

My classmate placed the cup she’d been drinking from on the table and tilted her head. Her grace was on another level from mine. Every single one of her movements fit naturally in this room. *We really are from different worlds. And I don’t mean in the reincarnation sense.*

"I have no idea how to behave around high nobility. I’m worried I might do something rude. Haha..."

Even as I said it, I felt strange complaining about it to a princess. I reached for my cup, but my hand stopped before it touched the handle. I had noticed the honey placed next to the saucer. I recognized its pale color all too well.

It's likely our company's product. Under normal circumstances, it would be a sign of welcome. But to me, it felt like a jab meant to say, *I know all about you*.

She was without a doubt a difficult opponent. She makes sure she’s perfectly prepared, then summons us without giving us any time to do the same. It's almost childishly cautious of her to not let her guard down against a harmless commoner.

"You don’t have to be so nervous. You’re a guest, Ricardo-kun. And my aunt is a very kind person, so you’ll be fine."

*If you say so, Your Highness, then it must be true, at least for you.*

*Oh no, even my inner voice is using formal language.*

As if to encourage me, Alfina placed her hand over mine. That kind of physical contact was unfair. Her presence here on her home turf had an even more comforting aura, and thanks to her, my heart began to calm...

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

Just then, the door opened. A noblewoman entered, accompanied by a handmaiden and a butler. Alfina quickly pulled her hand away.

The lady wore her magnificent blonde hair in a spiral bundle that cascaded down from her shoulder. If she were wearing a crown, I’d have believed anyone who told me she was a queen. She held up a hand to stop us as we started to rise, then strode across the room with large steps and sat on the opposite side. Her movements were less graceful and more brisk. I’d heard she was in her early thirties, but she looked no older than her mid-twenties.

So this was Eufilia, the Grand Duchess of Bertold. Alfina's aunt.

The formidable woman in the dress took a feathered fan from her handmaiden and opened it. Her aura was that of someone who was about to be executed during the French Revolution, but somehow managed to survive.

"Well then, thank you for coming. And thank you for your help with my niece the other day. I must express my gratitude."

"Not at all, Your Grace. It was the highest honor to be able to serve as the princess’s guide."

*You're the one who pushed her on me. I brought her back safely before curfew, so there's nothing for me to feel guilty about,* I mentally barked at her eyes, which didn't seem to be smiling at all. A cornered dog’s bark is at least respectable enough to be heard by its opponent.

"My niece has been a bit too sheltered. I was worried about her. She needs to experience a little youthful dalliance, you know."

The Grand Duchess covered her mouth with her fan as she spoke.

"Huh!?"

"Auntie!?"

I nearly knocked over the cup I had been reaching for. Alfina covered her mouth and quickly put her own cup down.

"Hm? Am I mistaken? For that quiet Alfina to use me as a pretext for a rendezvous... From the time she left in the morning until she returned in the evening, let's see..."

"Your Grace, surely you jest. I was completely occupied with my company’s work and gathering samples for the experiment I will be explaining today. Princess Alfina was helping me in the village the entire time."

"And what about in the carriage, on the way there and back? It was just the two of you inside, was it not?"

*So there were guards watching from a distance after all. Well, I expected as much.* If I remember correctly, important people carry something like a magical version of a personal safety alarm.

"In any case, for someone like me, simply being a classmate of Her Highness the Princess is more than I deserve."

"Hmph, the letter of introduction from that old eccentric says you're an insolent little brat who couldn't care less about social standing."

That old man. What happened to a foolproof letter of recommendation? I can't stand it when people play with my life for their own amusement.

"Besides, Alfina seemed so happy, telling me that you don’t treat her like a princess."

"Th-That is, the reason Ricardo-kun cooperated was, um, not because he felt obligated due to my status, but, well, because there was a verifiable hypothesis, and so..."

Alfina's cheeks flushed red. She was completely flustered.

"Princess Alfina sought knowledge in order to fulfill her duties as a holy maiden. It was simply a coincidence that Director Fulsy and I happened to possess that knowledge. Furthermore, that village is an important place for my company. As a small company that could be blown away by a single gust of wind, losing even one business partner is a serious matter."

I emphasized our mutual interests. I had no intention of feigning loyalty to the princess. There was no way I'd be believed if I said something like that. I would never trust someone who did.

And this was an interest that also involved this woman, the ruler of Bertold. I looked at the great noble with the eyes of a negotiator.

"Now, let us move on to the main topic. It was about a crisis threatening my domain, was it not? Alfina's prophecy. You say you've found evidence of a calamity from the west. A monster flood is a rather difficult story to believe on such short notice."

"I will now explain the process by which we reached that conclusion. I ask that you make your judgment after you have heard it, Your Grace."

"Of course. As if I would decide the fate of my domain, and by extension the kingdom, based on the words of a single boy."

The Grand Duchess's eyes narrowed, their gaze growing sharper. Was this the intimidating presence of a ruler? The sheer force of someone who bears the fate of thousands, tens of thousands, of people on a daily basis?

This was just my own sense of it, but a baron was like a village chief, a viscount a town mayor, a count a city mayor, and a marquis a prefectural governor. And the person sitting before me was a Grand Duchess. For someone like me, who had never even met the head of my own city back in Japan, she was an opponent beyond my imagination.

This was where the real test began.

"First, based on the images from Princess Alfina's prophecy, we considered the geographical conditions and local customs. As a result, we determined that the village in the prophecy was Leylia Village. Princess Alfina herself confirmed this point in particular."

Alfina nodded. I continued my explanation. Narrowing down the potential calamities, considering methods for verification, and then the experiment. I was conscious of the key points in my logical progression, laying out the evidence and conclusions. I tried to be concise, but explaining everything step by step took time.

I paused between points to gauge her reaction. But the Grand Duchess kept her expression hidden behind her feathered fan, giving nothing away. The only reaction was a slight twitch of her eyebrow when I presented the table of precipitation and harvest yields that Mia had organized.

This was difficult. It would be easier if she at least offered a counterargument. Though, with my presentation skills, I'd probably freeze up for a moment if she interrupted me.

"...from the pattern of the western mana vein we obtained, the hypothesis that a monster flood will occur this year has been verified."

I reached my conclusion. The Grand Duchess closed her fan. I braced myself for her rebuttal.

"What do you think of prophecies?"

The question that came was completely unexpected.

"To be blunt, do you believe in something like prophecies?"

"Auntie. I most certainly..."

"No, I did not believe in them."

"...Ricardo-kun."

I said it deliberately. I wasn't lying. That was precisely why I had poured all my effort into turning a prophecy into a prediction.

"Just so. To tell you the truth, we haven’t had an Oracle Princess capable of deciphering the prophecy crystal in three generations. Prophecies, you see, are created from rainfall data, just as you did. We distribute magical tools to various regions to record the amount of rain. Of course, our methods are not as precise as yours. Incidentally, this year's draft prophecy predicted an average harvest for both the east and the west."

"But Auntie, if a monster flood occurs in the east, wouldn't the prophecy be wrong?"

"According to the calculations I just heard, there is a difference, but it likely isn't that large. Who would complain if an average harvest turns into a slightly bountiful one?"

The Grand Duchess candidly exposed the inner workings of the state. It was clear from how Alfina was treated that the prophecies were regarded as a farce. I was actually impressed they had a system for it at all.

"However, a ‘monster flood’ is unfortunately highly likely to occur. This is a prediction that Director Fulsy, Mia, I, and Princess Alfina created, starting with Princess Alfina’s prophecy. Please judge not whether a calamity will occur in the west, but whether a monster flood will occur in the west."

I said, reframing the issue.

"Regardless of Alfina's prophecy, there are signs of a monster flood emerging from the western mountains. As a noble of the kingdom, as a lord with territory in the west, what will you do? That's what you want to say, isn't it? I see. You truly are an insolent little brat."

I nodded. The Grand Duchess placed the tip of her fan under her chin and fell silent.

"...What is the expected damage?"

"The estimate is calculated based on the era before monster exterminations were conducted in the east. Even a small-scale flood would see an area dozens of galji out from the red forests swallowed by a horde of monsters. A conservative estimate puts the number of villages in that territory, including Leylia, at twenty. While Bertold, protected by its walls, may be safe, the surrounding villages will not escape unscathed. If that happens, of course..."

The most important thing in any negotiation is the interests of the other party. Not the interests of the whole. That’s because the other party is fundamentally a representative of a fraction of the whole. Even if your counterpart is the top leader, that doesn't change.

And even in the rare case that the other party is one of those few exceptions, this approach still works. They will simply extrapolate your point to apply to the whole on their own.

"You need not say more. In the first place, a city will simply perish if its surrounding food supply disappears."

In this world, where transportation takes time and effort, it was different from Japan, where food could be shipped from across the ocean. Even a short distance could mean starvation, even if other regions had a bountiful harvest. The reason this rarely happened in the kingdom was not just because harvests were large, but because they were stable.

Of course, it was my conviction that merchants exist precisely for when that stability collapses. ...It's a bit late to be wondering this, but why am I so directly involved?

"Then, there is something else I wish to ask."

The Grand Duchess placed her fan on the desk. She began asking about the required scale of the knight order, the types of monsters that might appear, and so on. I answered based on the knowledge I had received from Fulsy beforehand.

"...I see. I understand what you're trying to say."

The Grand Duchess picked up the fan she had placed on the desk. The sound of two people swallowing echoed across the table.

"Very well. I will share this conclusion. And of course, I will move to have the kingdom share it as well."

"Thank you." "Thank you, Auntie."

Alfina cried out in joy. I, too, bowed my head sincerely. It was a genuine relief.

"Yes, Alfina, you did well. It was my own failure not to listen to your words."

With an air of approval, the Grand Duchess fanned herself and spoke with satisfaction.

"Not at all. Besides, this was only possible because Ricardo-kun took the lead."

"That’s not true. It was Princess Alfina who sought to fulfill her duty without regard for her own position. And Director Fulsy who established the theory for predicting monster floods..."

As if to warn me against my complacency, my self-preservation alarm suddenly started blaring.

"That's right. That is the remaining problem, isn't it?"

The sound of the fan snapping shut cut off my words. The great noble deliberately tapped the tip of the fan to her brow and shook her head.

"I understand your story. But how can a commoner boy of fifteen or so create the explanation you just gave? Now that is a story I cannot understand."



		
			Chapter 14

			Chapter 9: Latter Half – The Large Chest and the Small Chest

			"How can a mere commoner boy of fifteen come up with an explanation like that?"

The noblewoman, who until moments ago had maintained a certain elegance, was no longer smiling in the slightest.

"Ah, do not misunderstand. I am not saying you are merely parroting someone else. That much is clear from the words of Alfina and Fulsy. I am asking how such a thing is even possible."

It was a question as standard as "What is your reason for applying?" in a job interview. I had prepared several potential answers. The words wouldn't come out smoothly because the woman before me was silently conveying that no form of deception would get past her. If she were asking about the knowledge inside my head, I could answer in any number of ways. But when I was asked about my very being, my knowledge was useless.

"Regarding the tree rings... I can only say I saw it in a dream... haha."

The words that finally escaped me were ones I thought I had already rejected as impossible. I mocked myself for saying something befitting a prophet. Her response, of course, was a cold sneer.

"Let us change the subject. What reward do you desire for this achievement? I, for one, believe this accomplishment is so great that if I cannot properly evaluate you, my only choice is to have you killed."

A cold sweat began to race down my back. It was terrifying, the way the tip of her feathered fan was now pointing just beneath my chin. I noticed that the butler, whom I thought hadn't moved an inch, was now standing right behind me.

"Aunt, your jests go too far. This is supposed to be a discussion about a reward, is it not?"

"To protect his own business. What else would he desire?"

Alfina clasped her hands tightly before her chest, defying her guardian. But the Grand Duchess paid her no mind. In the first place, she had no need to discuss rewards right now. This was a continuation of the interview from before.

While different from Fulsy’s brand of scientific literacy, this high-ranking noble understood that knowledge is power. It followed that she would naturally consider the danger I posed, possessing knowledge that was far beyond my station. I wanted to just say, *It’s not so easy to apply modern knowledge that I wouldn’t struggle,* but in this situation, that would have no persuasive power at all.

Therefore, Alfina was mistaken. This was in no way a generous offer of a reward. My fate, after this problem was solved, would be decided by my next answer. The old tale of the Tongue-Cut Sparrow came to mind. I wonder what would have happened if the kind old man had chosen the large chest.

Of course, in this case, unlike the folktale, choosing the smaller option wouldn't solve anything either.

"What is it? Will you not give me your answer?"

In her eyes, I was an incomprehensible, alien existence. To be unknown was reason enough to be cautious. Trying to appear harmless would only be counterproductive. The Grand Duchess's wariness, while unreasonable and unjust from my perspective, was not the least bit surprising.

"Ordinary people, especially commoners, prioritize protecting their current lives. To that end, they naturally narrow their perspective. A difficult problem like a disaster that may or may not happen is simplified into a binary choice. Believe it, or don't believe it. Well, we nobles are not so different in that regard. You said you cooperated with Alfina to protect your small business."

The Grand Duchess's eyes narrowed to slits.

"A man like that could not have drawn that picture."

*...Damn it all, she keeps making one spot-on, self-serving judgment after another.* But that was ultimately just her one-sided opinion. If this was how it was going to be, I would make her understand. I'd show her that my instinct for self-preservation was the real deal.

"I have three requests," I said. I had already prepared a draft.

"Let me hear them."

"First is the matter of Leylia village after the disaster is resolved. I would like you to protect it in a certain way."

Even if the monster flood is dealt with, that village will attract no small amount of attention. At the very least, the movements of the Knight Order will bring it to the attention of people from the capital. And then there was the recent kidnapping attempt. We can no longer get by with simply keeping it a secret. It must be protected, in the most literal sense of the word.

The Grand Duchess pointed to the jar of honey placed beside her cup.

"You want me to protect the source of this, not only now but after this is over as well. Is that it? And what is this 'certain way'?"

"If the disaster can be prevented, Lady Alfina's reputation will rise. Her lack of a fief, which royalty ought to be granted, should become an issue."

If the village became the princess's domain, no one of any consequence would dare to meddle with it. I would normally hate for things to come to this, but I could no longer be picky. In that case, I had no choice but to take the best of the worst options.

"Its location in the west is a sticking point, but it is a small village. The king might even be relieved by such a small matter. I shall see that your suggestion is carried through. I will dispatch a trustworthy retainer from my own house to act as magistrate."

The Grand Duchess nodded. In that case, the next thing I had to do was...

"My second request. Please push for the Third Knight Order to be dispatched to the west."

"The Third Knight Order is small in scale. It is not a bad choice, as it is also less likely to provoke the Empire financially, but..."

The Grand Duchess looked puzzled. The Third Knight Order was, so to speak, a mobile reserve force. They had assisted the Second Knight Order with exterminations before, so they were not completely without experience. However, dealing with monster floods was the Second Knight Order's specialty. With the safety of Leylia and twenty other villages hanging in the balance, one would normally prioritize security above all else.

But as things stood, there was a high probability that the Second Knight Order could not be deployed.

"With the Second Knight Order, obstacles will arise regarding the dispatch itself."

In this world, where there is little surplus production, gathering provisions takes time. It has been a long time since the wars with other nations ended, and in a country where monster floods are predictable, regular stockpiles are small to begin with. On top of that, due to the secret war between Dorefano and Kenwell, the Second Knight Order's reserves are at a crisis level. That was a fact discovered by Mia and Jacob's investigation. An unexpected stroke of luck, really.

If an emergency deployment were ordered, Dorefano and Kenwell would do nothing but trip each other up. Through lobbying and other means, the dispatch of troops, which would already be contentious, would be thrown into further chaos. In the worst-case scenario, they might prevent the decision from being made at all.

Subjugating a monster flood is, to put it in extreme terms, about defeating a single high-ranking individual, not a war against a horde of monsters. Numbers shouldn't be the most important factor. I had confirmed this with Fulsy beforehand.

"The Knight Commander of the Grand Ducal House of Bertold is a former unit commander of the First Knight Order, I believe..."

"True, my own domain will also send reinforcements, but... Why do you insist? Do you have some connection to the Third Knight Order?"

The Grand Duchess narrowed her eyes. She was completely off the mark. But the formal head of the Third Knight Order was another key point.

"I was watching the New Year's Festival. 'Even if a calamity should befall us, the Kingdom will repel it. As it always has.' That was it, wasn't it?"

"...The head of the Third Knight Order is the Third Prince. The hero who prevented the disaster would be a prince. For the Royal Family, it would more than make up for the failure of denying the Oracle Princess's prophecy. No, it would paint a picture of the Royal Family uniting its power to avert disaster. That would also soften the criticism against Alfina."

At this point, protecting Alfina meant protecting the village, protecting the Vinder Company, and protecting myself.

"And your last request?"

"A four-day grace period before this information is widely revealed. I suspect it will take about that long just for the internal maneuvering anyway."

"There is no way it will be done in four days. Very well, I will be thorough. And your reason?"

The Grand Duchess stared at me intently.

"I can only say that for a merchant, a monopoly on information is the greatest source of profit."

This was the moment of truth. This request, from top to bottom, was purely for my own benefit. We stared at each other.

"..................Very well. Consider that part of your reward as well. Alfina, you are not to speak a word of this. Not even to Adele's daughter."

"Not even to Clau? Y, yes, I understand..."

"Thank you very much."

I bowed my head, packing many different meanings into the gesture. If Claudia found out, the whole plan would be ruined.

"Um, but, is that all? It's all about me. There's nothing for you, Ricardo-kun... Th, that's right. I was the one who asked for your help in the first place. If there's anything I can do for you..."

"A-anything, you say?" Alfina nodded firmly, her expression earnest. Her blue-silver hair cascaded over her modest, but well-formed, chest. *Gulp*. I couldn't help but swallow.

"Oh? So there was some promise between you and Alfina after all?"

"N-no, that's not it!"

"Hmph. Well then. A distant relative of mine, a viscount, has an only daughter of marriageable age. He is looking for a son-in-law to inherit the house. If you are interested, I could introduce you."

"Aunt!"

Alfina shot to her feet in surprise. Thanks to her, I missed my own opportunity to act surprised.

"What is it, Alfina? This is about your dear friend's advancement. If this young man were to become a relative, it would be much easier to associate with him."

"Th-that's not what I mean... That sort of thing should be up to the person involved..."

"Hmm. True, if a commoner were to become a candidate for her hand, Luiza might be displeased."

"That's not it! I mean, this is supposed to be about a reward for Ricardo-kun. To decide something like that without even asking what he wants... That's not right!"

A childish quality crept into Alfina's tone.

"Are you not the one ignoring his wishes? I am asking for his preference by saying I could make an introduction."

"Eh? Ah, um..."

Alfina looked at me with a troubled expression. The answer was already decided.

"Our family has spent nearly ten years in the honey business. Your Grace just referred to it as a small business. Vinder is indeed small. But it is not so cheap as to be exchanged for a viscount's title."

My goal isn't so small that I have time to waste dabbling in a side-gig like being a noble. Besides, she already knows I don't give a hair's breadth of value to social status.

*Still, I pray the viscount's daughter never hears those words.*

"Kuku... Hahahaha!"

The noble lady threw her head back and laughed, her mouth wide open. To top it off, she began to bang her feathered fan on the desk. The intimidating aura from before vanished completely.

"I see, so it cannot be exchanged for a mere viscount. I see. I was thinking of making you an official purveyor to the House of Bertold, but I suppose you have no need for that either."

I nodded. It wasn't that I was without ambition. By asking only for indirect forms of protection, I was, conversely, telling her not to interfere directly with the Vinder Company. Safety under a noble's patronage, with all the strings attached, was a mismatch for my objectives.

Therefore, this was my true, genuine wish. Since I lacked the capacity to deceive my opponent, I had no choice but to fight with the weapon of honesty.

"Hmph. Well, I suppose I will watch you for a little while longer. Having you around certainly adds to the enjoyment I get from teasing my niece."

◇◇

Four days later, I was heading to the library as usual.

"Senpai."

"Mia. How are the preparations?"

"Yes, the rumor is spreading slowly through the city. Jacob is also spreading it among the adventurers who are former soldiers, so it should reach the military's ears eventually."

"And the reaction?"

"As expected, no one is taking it seriously."

"Just as planned, then," I said, trying to keep the emotion from my voice. In the courtyard, a chubby boy was walking, flanked by his entourage of fellow commoner students.

"Understood. However..."

"What is it?"

"What do you suppose Her Highness the Princess will think when she learns of this?"

"...Is that important right now?"

I made my voice sound calm. Given her personality, she would certainly not be pleased when she found out what I was about to do. But right now, I had to focus on what I needed to protect above all else.

The attempted kidnapping of the village child had ultimately led back to Dorefano. Jacob and his team's investigation had identified one of Dorefano's subordinate mid-sized companies as the ones who commissioned it. And with our current power, we couldn't even touch Dorefano. Not head-on.

"I spoke out of turn. ...Regarding the milk vetch honey, the shipment of what we had stored in the village has arrived. The emergency food supplies from Bertold, where the Chairman is, have also been delivered, just in case."

I had already confirmed that things were getting busy at the Third Knight Order's garrison. By now, inside the castle, that formidable woman was probably holding Fulsy by the scruff of his neck, forcing him through a presentation.

"Alright. Our own preparations are complete, then."

I pay my business rivals respect, but I show my political enemies no mercy.



		
			Chapter 15

			Chapter 10 I Want to Put Away the Gala's Punch Bowl

			As dusk fell, the grand auditorium in the center of the academy grounds was flooded with light. The space, about the size of a gymnasium from my old world, was decorated like a hotel ballroom. It was a gala held to celebrate the Knight Order's triumphant return, and the venue was filled with lavishly dressed students.

Two people from the academy were being honored for their distinguished service in preventing the recent disaster.

One, of course, was my female classmate. She was currently at the center of the hall, surrounded by a crowd of students and teachers. Her simple white dress was dazzling even from a distance. The one beside her wasn't that female knight, but a noble lady I didn't recognize.

A constant stream of students approached to greet and praise the saintess. *It hasn't even been a month since that scene in the courtyard.*

Those bowing their heads so desperately were probably the same ones who had distanced themselves from her when she was being shunned. Of course, I had no intention of getting any closer. Or rather...

"Why do I even have to be here?"

I was busy dealing with the new circumstances facing the Vinder Company. Work was piling up relentlessly. If it were a contest of paperwork, I wouldn't lose to the crowd of students surrounding Alfina.

"It's because you carelessly made contact with Her Highness the princess and the Grand Duchess, senpai."

"I had no choice. If Leylia had been destroyed, our business would have been ruined. Besides, we shouldn't have received an invitation in the first place."

Mia turned her face away with a huff. Come to think of it, she had parted ways with a friend on our way here. I felt a little bad about that.

Only invited guests were allowed in this hall. Most commoner students were celebrating modestly in a separate room. I hadn't even planned on going to that one.

"The invitation was from the faculty. We couldn't refuse."

"That old man..."

The party's other main attraction, Fulsy, stood a short distance from Alfina, being spoken to by a bald-headed man. The academy director, I think. He was to remain the head librarian while also receiving the titles of honorary director and sage, along with a lifetime pension. Apparently, it was a grand gesture to dilute Alfina's accomplishments.

*The words 'lifetime pension' have a certain appeal to my sense of self-preservation.*

"By the way, why isn't that woman with her master? I'd have thought she'd be here, showing off a smug look for all to see."

I glanced over at Clau, who was standing alone a short distance away. Now a wallflower, her usual vigor was gone. What happened to the spirit that made her draw her sword on me without hesitation? She could have come over and said, "What is someone like you doing in a place like this?" I would have used it as an excuse to go home.

"It seems she was being kept at a distance for a while," Mia said, her tone dropping.

"By Alfina!?"

"No, it seems her father ordered her to stay away regarding the matter of the prophecy."

Right, I remembered hearing she was back at her family home when we went to Leylia. So her precious family ended up opposing her precious master. To top it off, her master achieved a great victory while she was away. Her pride from playing the part of a loyal retainer must be in tatters.

"Inconsistent actions are a bad idea."

"Your actions have been consistent, senpai. While saying you wouldn't get close, you consistently closed the distance with Alfina-sama. Your words and actions just didn't match."

"Don't say such reckless things. If I stand out too much, my self-preservation..."

"Senpai, you should look up the meaning of the words 'self-preservation'."

Perhaps noticing my gaze, Clau looked my way. Oh, great. The son of Count Rowan appeared, looking haggard, and started complaining to her about something.

"Things don't always go smoothly, even between two count families."

"Count Rowan, a key figure in the Second Knight Order, has had his reputation fall quite a bit. People likely believe Clau hid information, despite being an aide to Alfina-sama."

"Ah, you mean the rumor that he teamed up with Dorefano to interfere with the monster flood subjugation?"

"...Yes. A while ago, it was a ridiculous rumor no one paid any mind to. But then the 'impossible' monster flood occurred in the west, and the Second Knight Order couldn't respond due to a lack of supplies, letting the Third Knight Order steal the show. Thanks to that unfortunate coincidence, the rumor suddenly gained credibility. It was just like a 'prophecy', wasn't it."

Mia gave me a sarcastic look. The rumor's time bomb had detonated spectacularly.

"And with Kenwell managing to expose Dorefano without a moment's delay for some reason, Chairman Dorefano was dismissed as Guild Master. His honorary barony was stripped away as well."

"Coincidences are a scary thing. You can't let your guard down."

"Aren't you the scary one, senpai?"

"You deal with business rivals through business, and political rivals through politics. It's not like I took his life. Or kidnapped his son."

I recalled the scene from earlier in the day.

The Third Knight Order paraded triumphantly down the main street, led by the head of a giant direwolf. Every time the prince in his silver armor waved, the cheers of the people echoed. The prince and the saintess, and the people praising their king and kingdom. It was a truly beautiful sight, the royalty taking the lead to protect their citizens.

On the other side of that scene, in the heart of the Royal Capital's commercial district, the Dorefano Company's sign was being torn down, and the Guild Master's insignia that had once shone so proudly was being scraped off. The numerous crests of the noble houses that had given him their patronage were all gone as well.

Of course, this didn't change the Vinder Company's position within the guild. We had no power to manipulate the next Guild Master. But the guild had been dominated by Dorefano. It would likely shift to a troika system, run by the companies ranked second and below. When there's no single dominant leader, forming a trio to maintain balance is a pattern repeated throughout history.

But a troika is merely a transitional arrangement. Order and hierarchy will warp as they seek a new form.

The Vinder Company now had a little more room to maneuver, and the seeds of the next upheaval had been sown. All that was left was to form high-probability hypotheses, gather information to verify them, and then make my next move. It would take time, but I've always been a cautious person. It suits me just fine.

"His son has left the academy as well."

"...Right."

When I had reluctantly returned to the academy for the party, I saw Dorefano's son leaving through the back gate. His entourage of ten had shrunk to two. But the fact that any remained was impressive. He wasn't completely devoid of charisma, it seemed. And one of them was a girl.

"I hope he realizes it. That the two who stayed are worth as much as the original ten."

My enemy was always Chairman Dorefano. His son was just an annoyance.

I felt no sympathy. If Dorefano had targeted our company, the people around me would have inevitably suffered. The reverse was simply also true.

It was nothing compared to leaving so many of Dorefano's employees and their families out on the street.

"A lot of unexpected things happened, but in the end, it all turned out reasonably well," I said to Mia.

Just then, someone spoke.

"You must be Ricardo Vinder-sama."

A young lady in an elegant yellow dress approached. She was a beautiful girl with a small face like a ballerina's, her chestnut hair tied up. I thought I'd seen her standing next to Alfina earlier.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Luiza, daughter of Viscount Adelheid."

"...I am Ricardo Vinder. What can I do for you?"

I remembered. She was the only daughter of the viscount the Grand Duchess had mentioned. *Did she tell her how I declared her to be worth less than a tiny company?*

"I simply wanted to greet Ricardo-sama, who holds the saintess's deepest trust."

*Don't give me such a strange title.* I glanced to the side. Too late. After Rowan had left, Clau, who had been standing there in a daze, was now approaching. You should have come over before this happened.

"What is the meaning of this?"

"Oh my, if it isn't Claudia-sama of House Adele. You *were* the saintess's aide."

She used the past tense. I expected Clau to get angry, but she froze in her tracks.

"Wha... I... That isn't true. For this commoner to have Alfina-sama's trust. Don't speak such nonsense."

"Oh? Is it so strange? Everyone seems to have conveniently forgotten, but from the moment Alfina-sama spoke that prophecy, many people suddenly distanced themselves, citing her maternal bloodline. Including you and your esteemed family."

"Th-That's..."

"And during that lonely time for Alfina-sama, the one who listened to her words of prophecy and came to her aid was Ricardo-sama."

"Wha!! ............Impossible. It must be some mistake. That man merely saw an opportunity to cozy up to Alfina-sama."

Clau shook her head, as if rejecting reality itself.

"Clau. How could you say such a thing..."

"P-Princess."

The worst possible timing, for Clau and for me. Alfina had appeared. Clau looked just like a villainess in a story.

"We were able to prevent this disaster thanks to Ricardo-kun."

"Indeed, that's so. There is no doubting his contributions. Though Mia-kun's help was also significant."

Behind Alfina, the party's other main attraction, Sage Fulsy, nodded in agreement. I started to panic. At their words, Clau went pale. I wanted to go pale myself.

The two heroes of the gala were addressing us, a pair of students clearly identifiable as commoners by our school uniforms. In an instant, every eye in the hall was on us.

"Such undeserved praise is the highest honor. But, Mia aside, I merely 'happened' to know about the land in the prophecy, that is 'all'. Everything was due to Alfina-sama's courage in speaking the truth for the kingdom's sake. And, of course, the Sage-sama's 'profound' knowledge."

I tried desperately to correct our course, breaking out in a cold sweat. The princess looked at me sadly. *Please stop. Don't look at me with such pity. I made sure to secure my profits. I even crushed a classmate's family business.*

"My, how modest, just as the princess says. My aunt was praising you as well, saying you were the one who orchestrated the entire thing."

Luiza said this, placing a hand on her cheek. She was acting impressed, but this girl seemed to have a trick or two up her sleeve. I didn't need any more difficult nobles to deal with. My social skills were already below average as it was.

Clau's face, by the way, was now completely white.

"Th-That can't be... even Grand Duchess Bertold..."

"It's true, Clau."

Clau began to tremble. *What do I do? For the sake of my own self-preservation, should I try to restore the standing of this female knight, someone I once wanted to sic orcs on? But how...*

Just then, the music changed. People began to clear the center of the hall. Seeing my chance, I tried to retreat. But Luiza gave the princess a meaningful wink.

"Will you dance with me, Ricardo-kun?"

As the final blow, Alfina said something utterly outrageous. I looked at Clau. This was her cue. But the female knight remained dazed, unresponsive.

"With all due respect, I am not versed enough to dance with Alfina-sama. I... I would hate to dampen the mood of this wonderful gala..."

We'd had lessons for commoner students, so I knew the basics. But doing it for real here was asking too much.

"Oh my, so there is something Ricardo-kun cannot do. I understand. I will teach you. It is my first time dancing with a boy as well, so I am not sure I can do it properly either."

A murmur rippled through the surrounding crowd. Wasn't there some special significance to a noble lady's first dance partner in high society?

"If she has a fiancé, it is that gentleman. If not, it is the man she trusts most. Usually, that would be her guardian."

Mia explained with a deadpan look. That answered my question. Alfina's guardian was the Grand Duchess, a woman. I see.

Alfina extended a white hand toward me. The stares from the crowd grew sharper. Of course they did. Even if she weren't a princess or the hero of the gala, she was beautiful enough to earn glares. Especially now, in that pure white dress...

*My limit was an angel standing in the faint light of a quiet corner of a bookstore. And what's with this assertiveness? Did her character change?*

Only Luiza was smiling, clearly amused. Did she put Alfina up to this?

A waltz-like rhythm began to swell. All eyes were focused on us. If I refused now, I would be the rude commoner who embarrassed the nation-saving saintess. They had created a situation with no escape.

I tentatively placed my hand on her slender, beautiful fingers. My palm was terribly sweaty, but Alfina gripped it firmly.

A path to the center of the floor opened up on its own.

The dance began. Alfina led with the most basic of steps, probably for my sake. I wanted to praise myself just for managing to keep up with my petite classmate.

Eyes, eyes, and more eyes stabbed into me for monopolizing the beautiful princess, the hero of the gala. A full-scale barrage from all directions felt imminent. Looking at the most beautiful princess in the kingdom, I was stunned at how easily my plan for self-preservation had crumbled. I wanted to punch the me from moments ago who had been reveling in his success.

I looked to Mia, searching for help. She was talking with Fulsy and Luiza. Our eyes met for an instant, but she looked away. My communication with my subordinate had been failing ever since we arrived.

My hand was pulled with a gentle tug. Alfina gave me a look of gentle protest. I steeled my resolve.

*Summer vacation starts in a few days. I'll take a break from the academy starting tomorrow.*

I squeezed Alfina's soft palm ever so slightly, and she beamed a bright smile. I forced myself to ignore the surrounding stares and focus on my partner. She was someone out of my reach, someone I had no intention of reaching for. And yet, she was also someone with whom I had overcome many difficulties in a short time.

I couldn't help the bud of possessiveness that bloomed within me, the feeling that I was glad it was me in this position and not someone else.

And so, upon the noble sacrifice of my self-preservation, the first disaster came to an end.



		
			Chapter 16

			Chapter 1. Part 1, The World Through the Eyes of Rilka, a Commoner Student

			"Today is definitely going to be a good day."

I spoke to Mia in the buzzing classroom after our lessons had ended. The last class was Numeracy.

At the academy, we can freely choose which lectures to take. Noble students select a variety of lectures to maintain a well rounded education. That is only natural, since they will one day stand above us and manage people with all sorts of skills.

We commoner students, on the other hand, tend to focus our studies. For me, the daughter of a merchant family, Numeracy is one such subject. I met Mia in this very class.

"You say that every day, Rilka, so statistically speaking, it’s meaningless."

"That is not true. I just passed Luiza-sama in the hallway. When I curtsied, she gave me a lovely smile. Today is special."

"I do not think anything good can come from getting involved with noble ladies."

As I failed to hide my excitement, Mia replied with her usual, half asleep expression.

"That is not true at all. We commoner students are here to find patrons to serve in the future. Of course, until a husband is chosen for her, Luiza-sama, as the viscount's heir, is out of reach. But the way she carries that pressure as a woman is truly wonderful. She is much better than, well, that somewhat gloomy princess... Oh, no, that is not what I mean. Not like a criticism or anything. You know, she seems kind, but sort of unreliable. They say the recent monster flood was mostly handled thanks to the prince's genius command and the wisdom of our academy's pride, Fulsy the Sage."

I rattled on in a fluster. I guess that just shows how naive I still am, not even knowing we had someone as amazing as a Sage here. Well, he is an old man, so it is probably fine.

"I see, so that is the story they are telling."

"Story? What do you mean? Anyway, the point is that Luiza-sama is wonderful. You should gather more of this kind of information too, Mia. Your future depends on it."

"Yes, I am grateful to you, Rilka."

"Oh, uh, yeah. And I am grateful to you for always helping me study for Numeracy, thank you."

"However, my future is already decided."

"Ugh. You mean with Vinder, don't you? I hate to say it, but I think it is a waste. You could do so much better, Mia. I mean, just yesterday the Sage was talking to you, was he not? Being able to discuss Numeracy with the Sage is incredible. With that boy, your talent is just going to waste."

"....................Senpai is far more incredible................"

"Huh? What did you just say? Anyway, that Vinder-kun, he just holes himself up in the library right after school. What is he even here for? Not only that, for a commoner student to do something like pick a fight with Dorefano's son. It is unthinkable."

I said, recalling the incident in the hallway the other day.

As the daughter of a Kenwell subsidiary company, I understand. Defying Dorefano-kun at that point was insane. Mia probably does not know this, but even Kenwell was in danger. That boy does not know the meaning of self preservation.

That is what makes me so angry.

Kenwell came together as one. We worked so, so hard. And we repelled Dorefano's unjust interference.

And Vinder, who just kept committing one foolish act after another, managed to get through the crisis without doing a thing. He was basically saved thanks to our family. I think the gods are unfair.

"Speaking of that boy, there is a strange rumor going around. They say he was the princess's dance partner at the celebration for the monster subjugation. And that he was her first partner, and after dancing with Vinder, the princess immediately left for a royal palace event, so he was the only one she danced with. It is such a ridiculously absurd rumor, though."

"!"

Mia's face clouded over. Mia has feelings for Vinder-kun. But I think it is just something ingrained in her from childhood. Because even when I say bad things about him, she often seems to want to hear more. Of course, she will get angry if I go too far.

I think she must have some complaints about him, one way or another. That is why I have to be the one to open her eyes.

Although, her expression just now was a little scary.

"W-well, let us forget about baseless rumors. So, what are your plans for today? I do not have anything scheduled, so how about we study in the library? There is something I did not understand in class today."

"Why, if it is not Mia-san. Good day."

"Adelheid-sama. Good day."

As we turned a corner in the hallway on our way to the library, I froze. *To my surprise, Luiza-sama was the one who spoke to us. To Mia, not to me, but still. Wow, Mia, since when? Aah, this is my chance. Why are you being so casual? Mia often looks expressionless. What if she is misunderstood? You do not have to be like Vinder in that respect.*

"Ah, um, my apologies, Luiza-sama. Mia is just thinking about a Numeracy problem I asked her about. I am sure her head is full of it."

"Oh, and you are…?"

"Y-yes, my name is Rilka."

"I see. A friend of Mia-san's, perhaps?"

"Y-yes. Um, my name is Rilka. I... I look up to you, Luiza-sama."

I desperately forced out the words, my tongue feeling tied in knots.

"You know, about the tea party the day after tomorrow, would you like to come as well? A friend of Mia-san's is more than welcome."

"What. Whaaat. U-um, I-I would be honored."

I could not help but shout. To be invited to a tea party by Luiza-sama. This is not a dream, is it?

"Well then. Please give my regards to Ricardo-kun. Make sure you hold on to him so he does not run away. The Princess was worried about him."

"I understand."

While I was still in a daze, Luiza-sama departed. By the time I realized I had not said a proper farewell, her back was already distant. I thought I heard her mention something about a Ricardo, but it must have been my imagination.

"Amazing, amazing. A tea party with Luiza-sama. It is like a dream. Hey, Mia. Why did you not tell me you were on such good terms with Luiza-sama? But really, thank you so much."

As a student at the academy, it is not impossible to be spoken to by a noble, or to speak to them yourself if you have the courage. But being invited to a tea party is special. If you are invited two or three times, it means you have officially earned their favor.

"Do not worry about it. More importantly, this is a library."

"Urk, but still."

I lowered my voice. It was true, even if there was almost no one around. If I was seen as a commoner with no manners, it would affect my future.

"So, um, what kind of preparations should I make? For myself."

"The answer is simple. Make the best preparations you possibly can. There are no other options. Besides, anything you do will be useless."

"Y-you're right. There is no way someone like me could prepare anything suitable."

That is Mia for you. I was impressed by her usual, clear cut answer.

"If it is not Mia-kun."

"What is it, Sage-sama? It is rare to see you in the library."

"Haha, I am the head librarian, you know. Besides, it feels strange to have you call me Sage. No, my office is under renovation, so I have been displaced."

"Ah, Senpai was also looking forward to the new laboratory."

"Is that so? The new equipment is incredible. Tell the lad I have created a formula to compensate for over a hundred years of decay."

The Sage laughed as he said this. I did not really understand why the conversation had turned to Vinder. And I could not comprehend what they were talking about. Mia must be amazing.

"I-I am getting nervous."

Three days passed in a flash. After school, standing before the path that led to the courtyard, I checked my appearance. I could not count how many times I had already done it, but it could not be helped. The most lavish tea party I had ever attended was for a baron's daughter, and I was only there as an attendant for Lady Maria of Kenwell.

Besides, I only got to attend this party thanks to Mia. If I mess up, I will embarrass her too.

*"No being timid, Rilka."*

I psyched myself up and took a step forward.

"Well, if it is not Rilka."

"Zeldia... senpai."

Oh great, what a bad omen. Zeldia is a year above me. She is the eldest daughter of the Calest Company, Kenwell's rival. Calest is a slightly larger company than Kenwell, with a business sphere not only in the Royal Capital but also in the eastern core city of Kurtheite. Besides food, their strength lies in controlling one of the country's leading rock salt production areas.

In other words, they are our rivals for the Food Guild now that Dorefano is gone.

"What are you doing here? I, for one, am delivering something to Hilda-sama. She has taken a particular liking to my family's sweets. I am sure she will grace our booth at the Shoken Festival. After all, your status is defined by who you can invite."

I flinched at Zeldia's words. Hilda-sama, the daughter of the Grand Duke of Kurtheite, is engaged to the Second Prince.

"The Shoken Festival is only a month away. Do you have any prospects?"

"I have also been invited to a tea party," I said, not wanting to be outdone. *Unlike Dorefano, who was an honorary baron, we are just a mid tier subsidiary of Kenwell. But that does not mean I will let another commoner intimidate me.*

"Oh? In this area? It must be a noble's party then. Quite impressive. Who could it be?"

"I believe it is the third gazebo from the entrance."

"Huh? ... Pfft, hehe."

"Wh-what is it?"

"Oh, nothing. Well, I understand wanting to climb the social ladder, but you really should not say such far fetched things. See you."

Zeldia covered her mouth and walked away. What was that all about? I mean, I know that being invited by a viscount's daughter, no, the heiress, Luiza-sama, is far above my station, but still.

*I have to do my best. Yes, I will go in there with the goal of inviting Luiza-sama to our mock shop. I know it is aiming way too high, but I have to try.*



		
			Chapter 17

			Episode 1, Part 2. The Tea Party

			"Suu, haa, suu, haa. *Okay, Lady Luiza. Thank you for inviting me today…*"

"Rilka."

"Gah. …M, Mia. Don’t scare me like that. But I’m glad. I wanted to go with you, but you left the classroom so fast."

"I stopped by senpai’s place."

"*Ugh, that Vinder guy again. To think he’d be messing with her at a crucial time like this.*"

*That man has absolutely no idea how difficult and incredible it is to win the favor of a noble. No, could it be that he’s jealous of Mia, his own subordinate…*

"Well, shall we go? Be strong, okay?"

"Ah, y, yeah. Of course."

Whatever I might say, it looked like Mia was fired up, too. Her eyes, which usually seemed a little distant, were now as sharp as the glare I’d given Zeldia earlier.

When we entered the gazebo, two young noblewomen were there. One, of course, was Lady Luiza. She looked lovely again today. But Lady Luiza was seated in the back, on the left. *Wait, isn’t Lady Luiza the host?*

*Um, who was that other lady… I’m sure I’ve seen her before… huh???*

"Princess Alfina. Thank you very much for your invitation today."

*…P, Princess.*

My vision swam. *No way, huh, why, could it be that she found out I was badmouthing her…*

"Thank you for coming, Mia-san. And, um, you must be Rilka-san. It’s a pleasure to meet you."

"Y, y, y, yes. Y, Your Highness, I trust you are in g, g, good spirits."

As I turned deathly pale, the Princess offered me a gentle smile.

Clink, clank. The cup and saucer rattled in time with my trembling hands. I couldn’t taste the tea, which I was sure was wonderfully fragrant. For the record, Lady Luiza was the one who poured it.

Come to think of it, I couldn’t even remember how I’d greeted Lady Luiza just now.

"You don’t have to be so nervous. Princess Alfina is a very generous person."

"Y, yes."

I gave a completely uninspired nod. *I have to pull myself together. I can’t stay flustered forever. While Mia has the princess’s attention, I’ll talk to Lady Luiza. That’s the plan.*

"Um, Lady Lui…"

"How is Ricardo-kun doing?"

"He said he would be late as his research is taking some time. I believe he should be here soon."

Mia replied to the princess’s question. For a second, I felt like I was going to pass out.

"What?! You idiot… …M, my apologies."

*Is he an idiot? Is he an idiot? Does he want to die? No, I don’t care if he dies, but please don’t drag Mia into it.*

"Well, that does sound like Ricardo-kun."

But the princess just laughed. I breathed a sigh of relief for Mia’s sake. She really is a kind person. Even if she lacks a certain aura.

"My apologies for being late."

Just then, I heard a familiar voice at the entrance. A man was bowing deeply at the gazebo’s entrance.

*He’s out of his mind. No, I don’t mean his hair is messy or anything like that. No matter how politely he apologizes, it’s no use. The fact that he’s late is an unforgivable act of disrespect.*

"I’m glad you could make it."

"The thought of taking a social pleasantry at face value and showing up to a tea party of only ladies made my feet feel rather heavy."

He added an excuse that wasn’t even an excuse. I flinched. *That’s not me, right? I didn’t just take a social pleasantry at face value, did I?*

"You didn’t come to the academy after the celebration, Ricardo-kun. I was worried."

"I apologize for causing you concern. I was a bit tied up with a request from Her Grace, the Grand Duchess."

Vinder was talking with the princess about the celebration. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen him for a few days. But why would Her Highness be concerned with the comings and goings of a commoner student? *No, that’s not it. What’s with that aloof attitude? It’s rude to both Her Highness and Lady Luiza.*

"You mean about my aunt’s investment. I’m sorry. My aunt has taken a great interest in those stocks, you see."

"I thought stocks were something for at least five years down the road, no matter how well things went. It’s been quite a struggle. This world’s… well, there are various issues, like ensuring compatibility with the Kingdom’s legal system."

"A detailed explanation has been compiled here."

For some reason, the princess was talking about vegetables with Vinder. They seemed very close. And from the sound of it, he seemed to be acquainted with the Grand Duchess Bertold, too. At a glance from Vinder, Mia handed a document to the princess. Wow, she’s explaining things to the princess. An explanation about vegetables???

*This is bad. I haven’t said a single thing. In situations like this, the person of lower status is supposed to bring up a topic they’ve prepared beforehand.*

"Ah, um, Lady Luiza. The Shoken Festival is just a month away, isn’t it?"

"Now that you mention it, yes. Are you participating, Rilka-san?"

"Y, yes. I’ll be setting up a booth with the other students from Kenwell."

The Shoken Festival commemorates the day a king three generations ago first allowed commoners to enroll in the academy. While it’s a festival, it’s also a serious competition. For the children of merchant families, who make up most of the commoner students, it’s a crucial opportunity to showcase the value of their family businesses and themselves to future patrons.

It’s taboo to poach another company’s clients, but if a noble comes to buy from you, it can’t be helped. Under that pretext, it’s possible to gain new business partners. But if you fail, a bad reputation will spread through high society.

In short, it can determine the fate of your family’s business. That’s why we all prepare so desperately.

Although, there are some houses that show no signs of doing so. For example…

"Oh my, I was unable to see it last year. A mock shop, you say. What sort of things do you do?"

To my surprise, the princess latched onto the topic. *Well, of course. It’s a much more fitting topic for a tea party than some incomprehensible talk about vegetables.*

"Yes, students open shops using products from their family businesses. My family deals in milk and eggs, so we are planning to serve some light meals using them."

"What will you do, Vinder-kun?"

"It’s a bit difficult for a business of our size to get involved. We don’t have enough people, for one."

*What an unmotivated man. What is he even at this academy for? It’s probably just my imagination, but it feels like if he invited the princess, it would actually happen. Seriously, what is with this guy?*

"…Is that something I could participate in?"

"O, of course. Everyone would be overjoyed if you, the Holy Maiden Alfina-denka, were to grace us with your presence."

"Ah, that’s not what I meant. I was wondering if I could…"

The princess glanced at Vinder and fell silent.

"Speaking of which, I heard that the delegation from the Empire has expressed a desire to observe the festival. Have you heard anything, Rilka-san?"

"Yes. Word that the Empire wishes to expand trade has reached us as well. An increase in food export quotas would be very welcome for my family."

Unlike our kingdom, which has a lot of flat land, the Empire is a mountainous region. Moreover, it is constantly exposed to monster invasions. It isn’t suited for food production, but it’s rich in minerals and magic crystals harvested from monsters. I heard they used to wage war on us for our food until fifty years ago, but now, a trade relationship exists where we exchange our respective products.

For merchants who handle food, they could be called our best customers. Of course, only major companies on the level of Kenwell are directly involved in trade between nations. With the spot vacated by Dorefano gone, the major companies are still maneuvering against each other for it.

"Does that mean the Empire is short on food?"

"Y, yes. A monster flood occurred in the west, which is normally unheard of in our kingdom, so… Ah, um!"

Remembering something important, I shot up as if on a spring.

"I, if I may be so bold, as a citizen of this kingdom, I wish to express my gratitude to Your Highness the Princess."

*How could I have forgotten something so vital? This is something I should have said at the very beginning. But, as it turned out, I was able to say it naturally. And I managed to avoid delving into the grim topic of monster attacks, which is unsuited for a tea party.*

"Thank you. But, in that case, Ri…"

"So that means monster activity is increasing in the Empire, too. I wonder what’s happening with the fluctuations in the ley lines."

However, Vinder, who should have stood up with me, completely failed to read the room. *And besides, we don’t need any more talk about monsters at a tea party.*

"I’ve heard that the monsters in the Empire are on a different level from those in the kingdom. They apparently host massive magic crystals and can operate a great distance away from the Red Forest."

"So, in a way, the Empire is acting as a shield for the kingdom…"

Without even noticing my glare, Vinder was lost in thought. This was the very definition of insolence.

"That’s right. It seems the terms of trade are decided with such things taken into consideration. After all, monsters are our common enemy."

"Then, what if the Empire were to be defeated by the monsters…"

"There is a legend in the village of Adelheid about a great dragon attack. It was apparently before the kingdom was founded, so its authenticity is uncertain."

Both the princess and Lady Luiza were properly engaging with Vinder on his topic. They were truly generous people. And I still hated this guy for taking advantage of their kindness.

"I’m… so tired…"

Leaving the gazebo, I finally let my shoulders relax. I found myself rotating them in circles, just like my father after a long day at work.

"I’m sorry. I was told to keep the identity of the host a secret."

"Ugh. You really taught me what a cold sweat feels like. But it’s okay. I got Lady Luiza to remember my name. You gave me that chance, so I really am grateful. It’s just…"

I glanced behind me. In front of the covered walkway to the school building, Vinder was talking with Princess Alfina.

"Just what in the world is he?"

My words were loaded with more meanings than usual.

"Senpai is senpai."

"Uuuuugh."

I looked at Mia. She was watching the unlikely pair of a man and a woman.

"Um, how do I put this. I don’t really get it, and I don’t want to support you, but I am supporting you."

"I have no idea what that random string of words means. …But thank you."

Mia said, and then she smiled. *Hmm, she really is too good for someone like Vinder.*



		
			Chapter 18

			Chapter 2. The Princess's Part-Time Job

			"Ricardo-kun. Does the jar marked with the number twelve go on this shelf?"

Alfina asked me from atop a stepstool, stretching up on one leg. To be honest, I didn't care where it went. I just wanted her to not get hurt.

She wasn't in her school uniform, but a long-hemmed white one-piece dress. It was embroidered, but not so much as to be gaudy. Still, I wondered how long it would take even a skilled artisan to create such a perfectly regular wave pattern by hand.

*I suppose for a princess, this is something close to casual wear.* It just barely passed for the attire of a rich young lady visiting the lower town. As she stood on one foot, the movement revealed a glimpse of the back of her knee, which had been hidden by her skirt. It was a truly precarious sight.

The sweet scent drifting through the narrow warehouse should have been the familiar smell of honey, yet for some reason, it felt sweeter today.

No, running from reality won't do any good. I tried to accept the fact that there was a princess in my family's basement warehouse. It had all started just one hour ago.

It was the morning of the second day of summer vacation. My father, who had gotten his healthy color back since Dorefano's downfall, suddenly appeared at the warehouse, his face drained of all color. I had just finished planning how to tackle the mountain of work that had piled up, only to see all my plans crumble at the front door.

Standing there was a classmate I shouldn't have seen for at least another month, holding a lavish letter of introduction so ornate that simply writing a reply seemed like a loss-making venture, considering our product prices. The letter was, needless to say, from Grand Duchess Bertold, Alfina's guardian and a potential investor with whom I was currently negotiating.

The letter, written in a casual tone, stated that since my response had been slow, she decided to conduct an inspection first. It said she had entrusted the task to her niece, who was apparently interested in our company's work.

I remembered her showing interest in our mock shop at the tea party and spent a good while cursing Mia's friend, Rilka.

Incidentally, my father left his son at the entrance and went off to some meeting or other. To ignore a visit from the princess, it must have been an incredibly important meeting. It was baffling that I, his successor, knew nothing about it.

I invited her into a room with only a table and chairs, intending to smooth things over by showing her a new way of eating honey. But before I could even brew tea, Alfina insisted she wanted to help me. If she was so interested in business, I would have preferred she start with her very first shopping trip.

And so began a hospitality challenge on 'royal' difficulty.

Now, Alfina was counting the empty jars on the top shelf. Suppliers don't always provide jars of the exact same size, and having uniformity affects the efficiency of product delivery, transport, and storage. In other words, the number of empty jars was important. After emphatically explaining this, I had given her what I thought was the safest job.

I worried she might find it boring, but Alfina was working hard without a single complaint. Well, I already knew she was that kind of girl. Still, even taking that into account, she was unusually enthusiastic.

"Ah!"

"Watch out!"

Just as I feared, Alfina's hand slipped. I had anticipated it. But as she reached for the falling jar, her stepstool wobbled. I ignored the plummeting jar and wrapped my arms around Alfina's waist. The jar hit the floor and rolled to a stop in front of us.

Since it was empty, no honey was spilled. But the sweet scent grew stronger.

"I, I'm so sorry, Ricardo-kun. ...Um, but I'm alright."

"Senpai. Are you sexually harassing her already?"

A cold voice struck me from behind. My reliable secretary, who had mastered a word from another world that I had taught her, was standing there.

"N-no, you're wrong. I was just worried she might get hurt."

"From a stepstool that isn't even half as high as your knee?"

I hastily let go, and Mia's voice pursued me and a blushing, downcast Alfina.

"So, how did this amusing situation come about?"

Mia had me and Alfina stand in front of the shelves as she interrogated us.

"It was my fault for insisting I wanted to experience the work. Instead of helping, I just got in the way. I'm sorry, I'll pay for the broken jar."

Alfina picked up the jar from the floor, her expression sad.

"Your Highness, the current value of your labor is actively negative. The more you work, the more you cause a loss for the Vinder Company. This isn't about the price of a broken jar. It's because you are stealing our company's most valuable asset. Senpai's time. You seemed interested in the Shoken Festival, but the Vinder Company is not a mock shop."

"Th-that is... I'm sorry."

"H-hey, Mia, that's going a little too far..."

"Of course, the ultimate responsibility lies with the work supervisor, Ricardo-senpai."

Mia turned to me. The sharp look in her eyes, with her eyebrows raised, showed she wasn't just saying that for Alfina's sake.

"Even so... No, I have nothing to say for myself."

I had been completely thrown off by Alfina. *To be like this on my own home turf is pathetic.* I hadn't confirmed a single important detail. I hadn't formed a clear plan, only thought of giving her some plausible-looking work.

*But come on, anyone would be flustered if a cute classmate, or rather, Her Highness the Princess, suddenly showed up during summer vacation.*

"From your perspective, Mia, it must look like I was just playing along with Lady Alfina during work hours."

At my words, Alfina clutched her skirt with both hands and looked down.

"But I just couldn't believe that Lady Alfina came here out of simple curiosity or on a whim."

It was true she seemed a bit giddy, and she wasn't so much helping as getting in the way. I knew she was a girl with a strong yearning for a world she had never seen. I'm sure that was part of it.

But for all her awkwardness, she tried to tackle each task seriously. That's precisely why I couldn't figure out her true intentions.

"Senpai, you pretend to be a strategist, but you're a real pushover, so I can't trust you. Lady Alfina, please tell me why you took such an outrageous course of action."

Mia looked directly at Alfina. Alfina let go of her clenched skirt and turned to face Mia.

"...I wanted to see the world that you see, Ricardo-kun."

"Huh?"

*What in the world does that mean...*

"It's about the prophecy. Back then, my words didn't reach anyone. At first, I thought it was because of my bloodline. So, I was happy when you listened to me, Ricardo-kun. You said you wouldn't believe it but would verify it, and just the fact that you took my words seriously made me so happy."

Alfina paused for a moment.

"But that wasn't all. You were completely different from me, Ricardo-kun. And you moved Professor Fulsy and my aunt, and you ended up moving the entire kingdom. I understand. No matter how hard I try, I'll never be able to do what you did. But I wanted to at least understand. I thought if I learned about your work, Ricardo-kun, maybe I could get a little closer to that..."

The words poured out of Alfina as if a dam had broken.

When I first met her, she was a princess in a world of flowers, out of touch with reality, right down to her sense of responsibility. But she refused to bow to pressure, spoke what she believed to be the truth, and in a stunning reversal, became the saint who saved the nation.

To be honest, I had been a little suspicious. I thought her modest demeanor was just an adaptation to her unfortunate circumstances and that a backlash from her past might surface.

Still, the realist and survivalist in me spoke up. I couldn't just be unconditionally moved by this. What she experienced was, from a self-preservation standpoint, the worst possible thing. It was an experience one should never have. I'd almost be more relieved if she became a little arrogant.

"...But that was just my own selfishness. I think I was taking advantage of your kindness, Ricardo-kun."

With that, Alfina lowered her gaze again.

"So, it's Vinder, but not just any Vinder..."

Mia muttered to herself, her expression growing more troubled. She unconsciously began wringing her hands, a habit she had when she was conflicted about something.

"...I must admit, you were more serious about your work than Senpai, who was busy gawking at a girl."

"H-hey, Mia."

"Very well. I will permit Lady Alfina to help with our business," Mia said, looking vexed despite having insulted her boss as she pleased.

"Are you sure?"

Alfina looked up in surprise.

"...It is against my better judgment, but Lady Alfina must be made aware of our company's affairs to some extent." That was something I had naturally considered as well. She was the nominal lord of Leylia and the niece of Grand Duchess Bertold, with whom we would likely become deeply involved.

"However, there are two conditions. A pervert senpai is out of the question as an instructor, so I will take over her training. You will only be able to see the environment Senpai works in, the Vinder Company as it is. Is that acceptable?"

Mia looked straight at Alfina.

"Thank you. I'll be in your care."

"Understood. As for the other condition..."

I braced myself, wondering what insult would come flying at me next. But Mia, with a look of resolve, pointed at Alfina's long skirt.

"We can't have you in that outfit. Please change."

The door closed with Mia's parting words, "Senpai, please go dote on your ledgers, not on girls." I had no choice but to go to the next room and stare at the account books. I don't dislike crunching numbers, but thinking about what was happening on the other side of the wall made the figures swim before my eyes.

Just as I stubbornly buried my face in the ledger, I heard the door open.

"U-um, Ricardo-kun. How do I look?"

I timidly lifted my head from the ledger. Standing there was a simple, beautiful girl. If I were to analyze her using my knowledge from modern Japan, the answer would be an innocent-looking maid.

She wore a simple, dark gray one-piece dress that made her look like a merchant's daughter at a glance. The skirt was a little shorter than her previous one. Over it, she wore a white apron dress. It had small frills at the shoulders but was otherwise a perfectly normal outfit. However, the combination of a cute girl in a high-contrast outfit was simply unfair.

On top of that, she was fidgeting awkwardly, tugging at her skirt and glancing down at her chest. If she had been wearing this when I'd caught... when I'd supported her earlier, I might have been in serious trouble.

"What's wrong, Senpai?"

Mia grinned mischievously. She knew exactly what she was doing and was enjoying it. The frills were unique to this particular outfit. When I had made it slightly larger for a growing Mia, I'd added them on a whim. My father, incidentally, had sealed it away, saying it was absolutely forbidden. I now understood that he had been right. It was a seal that should never have been broken.

But wait a minute. I'm not the child from the story who points and says, "The emperor has no clothes!" The truth can be cruel. The truth spoken by the weak isn't just cruel sometimes. It's almost always cruel. Especially to the one who speaks it.

"...It suits you very well."

In this case, however, my compliment and my true feelings were one and the same.

"I'm so happy."

Even though being told that a commoner's clothes "suited" her should have been an insult, Alfina pressed her hands to her cheeks and smiled.

The first term had been a raging storm. I had hoped for at least a moment of peace during the summer vacation. It seemed such hopes were no longer meant for me.
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			Chapter 3: Part One, The Essence of Business

			"Milk and eggs are one thing, but honey and sugar too? ...Isn't that a little too sweet, Senpai?"

As I was working in the kitchen, a place with facilities even more inconvenient than a Japanese one-room apartment, Mia came up beside me and gave me a skeptical look. She was supposed to be supervising Alfina, but it seemed she'd gotten curious about what I was doing.

"Why not? You like sweet things too, don't you, Mia?"

"Never mind."

Mia glanced over at Alfina. The sight of a princess wiping down a shelf with a rag was chilling enough to send a bad horror movie running for the hills. Fortunately, no poltergeist-like phenomena had occurred. Though I did see a dripping ghost once.

*Good thing it's summer. If she caught a cold, I'd probably die before she did.*

Still, after three days, I'd grown used to it. People can get used to anything, even danger. I'm especially worried about Mia's future, seeing her trace a fingertip over the freshly wiped shelf and declare, "It's still dirty."

"Well, one bite of this should put you in a better mood."

The wonderful smell of melting butter began to waft from the frying pan. I picked up a slice of the yellow, soaked bread and dropped it onto the pan. A pleasant sizzling sound, pachi pachi, rose up along with a sweet aroma. The girls' chatter, which I could hear behind me, momentarily ceased.

Back on Earth, I was a man who dearly loved frozen food and convenience stores. This was about the only kind of confection I could make with the equipment in this world. But I'd taken my time soaking the bread, so I could guarantee the texture and taste.

◇◇

"'The Grand Duchess remains unyielding. My own spirit, however, is about to yield.' That's not clever at all."

I sighed, looking at my father's letter. The investment negotiations with Grand Duchess Bertold had hit a snag. With Dorefano gone, the Food Guild had transitioned to a troika system under its three vice-masters. Let's see, it was Kenwell, Calest, and... who was the other one?

We want to expand our market share now, so we're desperate for capital.

But if we accepted her funds without any protections, we could lose everything but the Vinder name.

That's why I proposed introducing a system that doesn't exist in this world. Stocks. It was created as a way to control risk, but it also excels as a method for coordinating the interests of people in different positions.

It defines the power dynamic more clearly than an abstract contract. Basically, the idea is to lure her in with the novelty of it all and pull her onto our home turf. A humble bit of wisdom from a commoner facing a great noble.

As expected, the Grand Duchess was interested in the method itself. The problem, however, was the investment ratio. I want to keep her stake below fifty percent. If we can just get the prestige of Grand Duchess Bertold's investment, it will be much easier to borrow funds from other sources. Given our profit margins, that's definitely the better route.

*Besides, there's no way I'm letting some great noble just swallow us up.*

"So you've been with Ricardo-kun since you were nine."

"Yes, and he's worked me to the bone. Well, for someone who pretends to be so pragmatic, he's surprisingly soft, so I slacked off whenever I could."

Behind me, Alfina and Mia were chatting. They've really warmed up to each other. As a mentor, Mia is clearly more suitable than me. She's the same gender, and she's far more put together than I am.

"Well then, let's take a break soon."

"A kyuukei? What sort of work is that, precisely?"

The princess was starting to sound like an employee at some exploitative company. *This is fine... right?*

"Anyway, time to make that." I headed to the kitchen to attend to the welfare of my two employees. For the past three days, to avoid treating her like a guest, I'd only served light meals of plain bread and cheese.

◇◇

"Alright, the snack is ready." I placed the frying pan on the table and sliced into the golden-brown bread, toasted just right. Mia poured the tea, a gift the Grand Duchess had sent with Alfina. It had a tart flavor similar to Earl Grey, which seemed like it would pair well with today's treat.

"Add the honey later, to your liking. Don't make it too sweet."

"......You make some strange things now and then, Senpai, but this is a first. Do you know what it is, Fina?"

"No. Is it some kind of flavored bread? I'm very much looking forward to it, Mia."

We decided on that name because Mia found it impossible to instruct 'Princess Alfina'. *Just don't slip up and call her that at the academy.*

I cut the steaming golden French toast into four pieces and placed them on plates. Mia watched as if appraising it. Alfina's eyes were sparkling. So the princess has never had this either. In this world, sweeteners like honey and sugar are ultra-luxury goods. When people think of 'sweet,' they think of fruit.

I'd heard that a popular dessert was a peach-like fruit glacéed with sugar and butter.

"Let's eat, Ricardo-kun." "Let's eat, Senpai."

The two of them took their knives and forks, cut off a small piece, and put it in their mouths.

"Mmmm." "......Well."

Seeing the two girls holding their cheeks, I started on my own piece. Of course, I just stabbed it with my fork and took a big bite. Yep, the juices just burst out. The bread was a bit firm, but thanks to the long soaking time, the texture was pretty good. A little honey is all it needs, it's definitely too sweet otherwise. *Hey, Mia's pouring it on without any hesitation.*

*Don't blame me if you get fat.*

"I've never eaten such a delicious sweet. I can't believe it's made from bread."

"It really is sweet, Senpai."

"Hey, I told you not to pour on so much honey..."

I felt satisfied seeing the happy looks on their faces after they finished in no time at all. But the main event was yet to come. For the past three days, I had let Alfina experience the atmosphere of a small-scale trading company. I think she did a great job, starting from zero experience.

But the reason the Grand Duchess sent her niece was for more than just an educational visit. Alfina herself had said she wanted to learn a merchant's practical perspective. Even though it's summer vacation, Alfina still has her duties as an Oracle Princess. Considering her schedule, it was about time we started on the less savory topics.

"This afternoon, Princess Alfina will..."

"Alfina, is it..."

Alfina looked a little sad, but this next conversation wasn't for an apprentice employee.

"The job the Grand Duchess gave you wasn't simply to 'learn about our company,' was it? This afternoon, you'll be studying the logic of business."

She needed to return to her role as an inspector. This French toast is also part of the lesson.

"So, here's a question. What is the most fundamental form of business?"

I said, addressing Alfina and Mia as they sat at the cleared table.

"Is it selling things?"

"It's earning a profit by buying something and selling it to someone else."

My two students answered. I shook my head.

"You're not wrong, but what I'm about to talk about is a little more abstract. The most fundamental form of business is using money to make more money."

I threw the words I had prepared at them. Alfina, and even Mia, tilted their heads in confusion.

"Let's say you have ten silver coins here. You use these coins to buy something, and then you sell it for twelve silver coins. In simple terms, your profit is two coins. That means you used ten silver coins to earn twelve. What the 'something' in the middle is doesn't matter."

I stacked ten silver coins on the table. They looked like casino chips. But what we were about to discuss might be something close to that.

By the way, the official currency in this world is gold, silver, and copper. One gold coin is worth ten silver coins, and one silver coin is worth one hundred copper coins. From my Japanese perspective, one copper coin is about a hundred yen, and one silver coin is about ten thousand yen.

However, the perceived value is different for food versus other goods. Luxury items, in particular, are on another level entirely.

The average citizen in the Royal Capital lives on about three silver coins a month.

"I'm sorry. That's a little difficult. It's hard to grasp."

"I understand, but it's too abstract."

Neither of them seemed convinced by my words, which could even sound a bit provocative. That's exactly why I prepared this.

"Alright then, let's use a French toast shop as an example."

As I said that, both of their gazes shifted to the last remaining piece on the frying pan.
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			Chapter 3: Part Two, Savings vs. Debt

			"I plan to make money with a new confection called French toast. French toast can be made with bread, eggs, milk, sugar, and honey. These will be the raw materials. Let's say the ingredients for one slice of French toast cost ten copper coins. You buy the ingredients for ten coppers, cook the French toast, and sell it for twenty coppers. What would be the basic structure of this business?"

I retracted the silver coin and placed ten copper coins to the right of the frying pan, and twenty to the left. *Two thousand yen for a slice of French toast is a reasonable price. If we weren't using our own honey, it might even require a silver coin.*

Incidentally, even city dwellers in this world can do basic addition and subtraction. Many people can also handle multiplication, though you'd be considered an expert if you knew your multiplication tables.

"Earning twenty coppers from ten... no, ten copper coins... But you can't make it with just the ingredients, can you?"

A questioning look appeared on Alfina's face. Aside from momentarily failing to register the 'copper coin' unit, she was doing splendidly. The results of the last three days Mia had spent drilling her on the prices of things necessary for business were showing. The lesson had been framed in terms of how much honey profit would be lost if she broke something. I still had a fresh memory of her shocked expression at the price of paper and cloth.

"That's right. In reality, there are costs like rent for the space, firewood, and the frying pan. And of course, there are my own living expenses for cooking the French toast. If we roughly estimate those at five copper coins, the essence of this business becomes earning twenty copper coins from an initial fifteen. We're selling French toast, but it's really about the relationship between money."

Alfina looked back and forth between the remaining French toast in the pan and the copper coins.

"I think I understand a little now. But it sounds a bit frightening."

*Of course it does. We're converting all value into money. The potential and the limits of measuring things in money. First, she needs to understand the former. It's not a matter of facing reality or anything like that, it's just that the former is far simpler.*

"However, costs fluctuate greatly depending on the number of products you sell. The easiest to understand is the rent. Let's say the rent for one shop is three silver coins a month. If you only sell one slice of French toast a day, the rent portion for that one slice comes to ten copper coins."

I added ten more copper coins to the right of the frying pan.

"If the ingredients cost ten coppers and the rent is ten coppers, that's twenty coppers. With other expenses, you'd be taking a loss."

"Correct. But if you were to sell ten slices of French toast a day, the cost per slice drops to one copper coin. That brings the cost to eleven coppers. The cost of firewood also becomes cheaper as you make more, since there's less waste. In business, the larger the scale, the lower the cost per item."

I removed nine of the ten copper coins.

"Let's assume the ingredient cost is ten copper coins per slice. The monthly overhead for rent and my living expenses combined comes to nine silver coins. If we assume we can sell ten slices a day, the total cost for ingredients is ten coppers, times ten pieces, times thirty days, for a total of 3,000 copper coins. The overhead, converted to coppers, is 900 coins. So before you can even start the business, you need 3,900 copper coins. This is the equivalent of a full year's living expenses for an average citizen of the Royal Capital."

"So, I work desperately to save up 3,900 copper coins and start my business. My profit, if I sell ten slices of French toast for twenty coppers each for thirty days, is 6,000 copper coins. In other words, I turned 3,900 coppers into 6,000. I've made a profit of 2,100 copper coins. For a common citizen, that's enough to live on for more than half a year."

"Business is quite amazing, isn't it?"

Alfina looked at me, impressed. *There now. That golden confection you were eating so happily a moment ago must be starting to look less like a gold coin, but maybe like a silver one. But from here on, things get even less sweet.*

"However, just as I'm raking in the profits, an enemy appears to stand in my way."

This was a story of battle, in the name of commerce. I looked at Mia.

"Alright, Mia, you're the rival merchant. What do you do?"

"I just need to crush Senpai's shop, right?"

"That's right."

"What!?"

Alfina was shocked by my exchange with Mia. *I guess she wouldn't understand being told something like that so suddenly. Actually, the scary one is Mia for understanding it so well. That's not some latent desire of yours, is it?*

"Ahem. So, I am the son of a great merchant. I hear about an impertinent... no, a troublesome merchant who's making a killing selling a rare confection in the capital recently. I investigate disguised as a customer and smirk to myself, thinking that this French toast seems like an easy way to make money. As it happens, I have 39 silver coins in my pocket, which is 3,900 copper coins worth of allowance. I decide to crush this impertinent little merchant and monopolize the profits. Now, what do I do?"

Mia, getting into it, enthusiastically turned the question to Alfina.

"W. Well... would she do something dishonest? Um, like buying up all the ingredients..."

*Oh, she came up with cornering the market. Come to think of it, Dorefano did that to me. Though it was jars, not ingredients, and it wasn't him directly but a subsidiary of a subsidiary of a subsidiary of his.*

"No, I will compete using perfectly legitimate means. Specifically... debt."

"D. Debt?"

Alfina tilted her head. She probably found it hard to understand why someone wealthy would take on debt. But a rich person's greatest advantage is their ability to borrow money. In the capitalist economic system of modern Earth, business was a game of competing over the ability to take on debt.

"I use my 39 silver coins and my family's credit as collateral to apply for a loan. I then secure 390 silver coins, ten times the capital of Senpai's shop. However, the interest is ten percent a month, so the 39 coins I had will be gone in a month."

Mia gleefully explained her plan to crush my shop. Alfina listened, completely engrossed.

"Now, with ten times the capital, I'll get a shop three times bigger than Senpai's, hire three times the people, and buy a massive amount of ingredients. And I will sell ten times the number of French toasts at 15 copper coins each."

"Ricardo-kun's shop sells them for 20 copper coins a slice, right? I can see how that would be a problem for Ricardo-kun, but will you be okay?"

"Please recall what we just discussed. The larger the scale of business, the lower the cost per item, the original cost. Even with a shop three times the size, the rent won't even double. More importantly, this principle also applies to those who sell me ingredients. I can lower my material cost per slice of French toast to a much cheaper price than Senpai, down to five copper coins."

"R. Really, by that much?"

It wasn't a particularly strange assumption. For the ingredient seller, the labor cost for a single transaction doesn't change even if the volume is ten times larger.

"Now, let's compare the two businesses. The cost per slice of French toast at Senpai's shop is 13 copper coins. My shop's cost, including overhead, is 6 coins. This means the profit per slice for Senpai is 7 coppers, while mine is 9."

"Even though you're selling it for less, you're making more money, Mia-san. But you have to pay interest on your loan, don't you? Ricardo-kun is using his own money, so he has no interest."

Alfina was following along perfectly. *Of course, that's what she'd think. Debt is a loss, it's bad. That's the normal way of thinking.*

"Yes, but my profit is 9 copper coins times 3,000 slices, which is 27,000 coppers a month, or 270 silver coins. I can easily pay the monthly interest of 39 silver coins. Now, what will you do, Senpai?"

"I have no choice. I'll lower the price of my French toast to 15 copper coins. Now our prices are the same."

"I'll lower mine to 14."

"Grk. 13 then."

I continued a fight I knew I would lose. Sympathy was blooming in Alfina's eyes as she watched me.

"Mia-san can lower the price even more, can't she?"

"That's right. The moment the price war hit 13 copper coins, my profit became zero. Of course, my living expenses are included in the costs, so I can survive. But Mia would mercilessly drop the price to 12. Even with 39 silver coins of interest on the loan, it's only a cost of 1.3 copper coins per slice of French toast. Mia can sell her French toast for 8 coppers a slice and still secure a profit. There's nothing I can do. In fact, since my French toast isn't selling, my cost per slice will actually increase from 13. Any unsold stock becomes a loss."

I said as much and raised both my hands. *I couldn't win against the rich man.*

"B. But wait. Then, if Ricardo-kun also took out a loan..."

"No one would lend money to a humble small merchant like me. Even if I found someone by some miracle, I wouldn't be able to borrow at a ten percent interest rate with my credit. And of course, an amount like 390 silver coins would be impossible."

And so, the bad ending was complete. It was a simplification, but it wasn't far from the truth. If anything, it was still too lenient.

"That's not fair. It was Ricardo-kun's idea."

Alfina's cheeks puffed out. She shot a complicated look at Mia. *Hey now, it's a bit of a problem if you get emotionally invested in my side of the story.*

"This is the other meaning of making money with money."

I brought the conversation back to the theory.

"You should think of procuring money as a cost, just like procuring ingredients. The interest on the loan is that cost. In other words, Mia's business is..."

I rearranged the copper coins in front of the frying pan.

"It's about procuring 390 silver coins by paying 39 silver coins in interest, and turning that into 600 silver coins. In other words, using money obtained by paying ten percent interest to generate a profit of over fifty percent. This means that as long as you can earn more than the interest rate, debt is power."

In this case, no matter how much profit is made, the principal is never paid back. Why? Because the capital borrowed at a ten percent interest rate continues to generate a profit of more than ten percent. Paying it back would be a loss. It's the same as not killing a bird that lays more eggs than the cost of its feed.

"By the way, once Senpai's shop goes under, I'll raise the price and make even more of a killing."

"Y. You'd go that far?"

Mia presented an even harsher reality. Alfina was now completely terrified of Mia, the villainous merchant. Well, at any rate, thanks to Mia's compelling performance, the lesson seemed to have gotten through loud and clear. Even I was a little scared.

"W. Well, anyway, did you understand that since business is about making money with money, the one who can prepare more money has the advantage? In business, money isn't just something that's nice to have. A lack of it means you will be destroyed."

"Yes... It sounds like you're talking about war funds."

"That's exactly what it is. I'm glad you caught on so quickly."

No matter how gentle she seemed, she was still one of the ruling class, as expected.

*Actually, both Mia and Alfina are probably naturally smarter than me. Now then, let's return to why I brought up such an ominous topic with such excellent students.*
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			3. Part Two. The Ultimate Goal

			"Vinder’s honey business can’t be copied as easily as French toast. We are careful about keeping our information confidential. However, the bigger the business grows, the more likely it is that information will leak. We have to prepare ourselves before a merchant larger than Vinder sets their sights on our honey-making methods. Which brings us to Grand Duchess Bertold. Her Grace’s investment has two advantages."

Alfina’s expression turned serious again.

"...One is the money itself that my aunt will invest, correct?"

"Yes."

"And the other?"

"It is the credibility created by the fact that a Grand Duchess is investing. As a company backed by the high nobility, Vinder will be able to procure funds at a low interest rate. In other words, we won’t lose in a competition to secure loans."

"I think I understand. Um, I feel a little relieved. My aunt’s proposal is a good thing for you, Riccardo-kun. I was worried you might be getting dragged around by her whims."

*Well, I am being dragged around plenty,* I thought, biting my tongue to keep from saying it.

"...May I ask one thing?"

Alfina spoke hesitantly.

"Of course."

"Your explanation just now was very easy to understand. By converting everything into money, I can see how various things connect in a single flow. But, um, is money everything?"

"What do you think, Alfina-sama?"

Answering a question with a question is foul play. But it’s a necessary step when the other person hasn’t clearly defined their own question. I waited quietly for Alfina’s answer.

"...I don’t think it is everything."

"That’s right. The idea that money isn’t everything is, in itself, common sense. For example, you can’t eat without money, but you can’t eat money itself. If someone points a sword at you, offering them money might just get both your life and your money taken. Even if you hire a guard with money, money itself won’t judge whether that person is trustworthy."

If there were such a thing as an omnipotent power, it would likely be the ability to see through people, to gauge their skills and credibility. Needless to say, that is far more difficult to obtain than money.

*The ‘Status Open’ you see in web novels is a real cheat, isn’t it?* But let’s put that aside for now.

"The problem in this case is whether or not money comes first within the limited scope of business. Business is about using money to make more money. So, is the purpose of business to obtain money?"

I rephrased the question. Alfina stared at the empty plate in front of her. I waited for her answer. Of course, there is no single correct answer to this kind of question. I wondered what she would say.

"I don’t think so. I was happy when I ate the French toast. I was grateful to you, Riccardo-kun, for making something so delicious. I believe that would not have changed, even if I had paid money for it."

Alfina said this with her untarnished eyes. Damn, this girl is truly unshakable. As an answer, it’s foul play. It’s hard to deal with when someone says something like that with a straight face.

"...In a sense, that is correct. Money is a means, not an end. The purpose of business itself is to maintain a situation where customers can continue to eat French toast. You could rephrase it to say that money is a necessary means to that end."

I strung my words together, trying to hide my agitation. It was a teaching of the management scholar Peter Drucker. *Are you sure you’re a Westerner, Mr. Drucker? You could give a Zen monk a run for his money.*

"Business is conducted between people. So it is natural for things other than money to be exchanged. Money just acts as a medium for that. In other words, even if the goal of a business is money, the purpose for the existence of business in this world is not money."

"Yes, I understand that very well."

Alfina, who had been waiting for my answer with a tense look, relaxed her expression.

"However, that ambiguous category does include my own desire to rake in the cash and be overjoyed about it."

"Senpai, you talk too much, just like a second-rate schemer. If you had just kept quiet, it would have ended on a nice note."

"I wasn’t trying to make it a nice story in the first place. Money is important."

Money isn’t everything. But money does provide a clear guideline. It’s true that there are things money can’t buy, but those things are more valuable than money. Which is to say, they are generally not things that can be obtained by someone who can’t even earn money. So, I deliberately added one more thing.

"Money is a means. But please, Alfina-sama, do not be deceived by the common-sense correctness that money isn’t everything. Because money-grubbers like myself will often use that kind of simple truth as a weapon."

Ignoring Mia’s exasperated face, I continued.

"Deceived by correctness... I understand. I will be careful."

Alfina nodded with a serious expression. But then, for some reason, a smile appeared on her face as she looked at me.

"But I don’t think that’s true in your case, Riccardo-kun. When you were watching Mia eat her French toast, you looked very happy."

"That’s not true at all. The face Senpai made while watching you eat your French toast, Alfina-sama, was quite unwatchable."

The two girls started talking nonsense. I was trying to keep things serious, so I wished they would stop creating such a strange atmosphere. A *sweet* atmosphere... wait, is my brain turning to sweets, too?

"I feel like I understood you a little more today, Riccardo-kun. But what is the reason, the purpose, for you to think this far ahead?" she asked, just as I was battling the gestalt collapse of my own pun. The question was a difficult one to answer. Being asked by a beautiful girl, "What is your dream?" It was a question accompanied by an incredible amount of embarrassment.

Especially since the goal I envision is unconventional, difficult, and far-reaching. In other words, to anyone else, it would sound like nothing but a tall tale.

To bring flexibility to this world’s rigid market system. To this country, which leans too heavily on stability through order, I will add stability through freedom.

To be specific, I want to create a general trading company in this world. But to create an enormous organization that could be called the quintessence of modern Japanese capitalism in this world is an incredibly difficult task. In the simulations I’ve run in my head, I once concluded it would be easier to build a country from scratch.

In the first place, creating a single company is on a timescale that takes a person their entire life. To truly build what I am aiming for, I am severely lacking not only in capital, but also in time.

So, what do I do? After thinking for ten years, I have a plan that brings the difficulty down to about the level of building a single city. It involves using a new concept, one where the companies themselves, not just their goods or services, are the objects of trade.

But to explain that, I would first have to make them understand what stocks are.

"Was that something I shouldn’t have asked?"

Alfina was starting to look apologetic. No, that’s not it. This is all according to plan... I was going to explain the risks next, anyway.

"No, it’s just that to answer that question, I first need to explain another side of money. I’m talking about risk. Um, for that..."

First, the concept of expected value, I suppose. Just as I was about to think of an example, I heard the sound of a carriage stopping outside. It seemed our cheap melodrama had taken up more time than I thought. A real carriage, not one made of pumpkin that’s about to expire. The apprentice servant girl would now return to the castle as a princess. A Reverse Cinderella, I guess.

"Well then, we can continue this tomorrow..."

"Unfortunately for you, Senpai, Alfina-sama has the day off tomorrow. Incidentally, you and I have to go to the academy. We’ve been summoned by the director. It seems it will be a little while before our next lecture."

"That’s right, that old geezer."

He had said he wanted to talk about measuring the ley lines, forcing me to go to the academy during summer vacation. He most likely just wants to show off his new laboratory. I am interested, but I wish he had picked a time when I had a little more breathing room.

"Oh, so you both are going to the academy as well. I’ve also been summoned by Hilda-sama, a fourth-year, to discuss the upcoming Shoken Festival. I hope we can see each other there."

Alfina smiled, her hands clasped before her chest.

"What a coincidence."

Tomorrow, I’ll have to be many times more careful with my words than usual. It would be a disaster if I accidentally called her Fina at the academy.
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			Chapter 4, Part 1. The Academy's Real Estate Bubble

			"You can't just assume a hundred years of decay will follow a straight line."

"It can't be helped. The concept of a half life is dependent on probability."

Mia and I were walking down the academy hallway for the first time in a week, on our way back from the Sage's room, which had tripled in size. It was now equipped with what looked like a simple cooking area, as if he planned to live there. Of course, there was alcohol and snacks too. It was only a matter of time before the brand new walls and desks were stained.

"Still, there are more students left here than I thought."

In the hallway, students were gathered in small groups, bustling about. Every single one of them was a commoner. The statistical imbalance was impossible.

"It's probably the Shoken..."

"Wait a minute. I'm telling you this is Calest's space too!"

A familiar voice echoed down the hall, cutting Mia off.

"Can't you see this deed? This classroom is our tenant space, won through a formal bid."

"That's right. There's no place for small houses like yours this year."

Although many of our lectures were electives, we still had our own designated classroom. We had left our bags on a shelf there before heading to the head librarian's hobby room. And now, the three arguing students were standing right at its entrance.

They appeared to be upperclassmen, a boy and a girl. The boy was thrusting a piece of paper forward, while the other stood confidently with a hand on her hip. Facing them was a short girl from my own year, her shoulders trembling with frustration.

*Even so, a deed? A bid? The words I'm hearing feel completely out of place.*

"Isn't this supposed to be a graceful academy's idyllic summer vacation? What's all this?"

"Rilka..."

Mia was looking at the shorter girl.

I thought the voice sounded familiar. It was one of Mia's friends. Come to think of it, she was at that tea party just before summer break.

"So, what are they doing?"

"They're probably claiming a spot for a mock shop."

"No way, the language they're using is a bit too intense for that."

*They sound like real estate sharks.* I'd heard the family's honor was on the line, but at the end of the day, wasn't this just a school festival?

*Well, it's none of our business since we aren't participating. We can just use the back door to the classroom.*

"Let's just grab our stuff and go."

"Yes..."

But Mia's response lacked conviction. Her eyes were fixed on her friend. Rilka was desperately trying to argue her case, but the two upperclassmen weren't giving her the time of day.

"Do you know who the upperclassmen are?"

"I believe they're the siblings from the main Calest family. The brother is a final year student, and the sister is a third year."

"Calest, huh."

"They're competing with Kenwell over who will be the next head of the Food Guild."

I see. Rilka's family dealt with dairy products under the Kenwell umbrella, if I remember correctly. Kenwell and Calest. A conflict between two major merchant houses. That was perfectly fine by me and my goal of self preservation.

"You're the ones using your money to buy up all the classrooms you don't even need. To not even let us participate, that's just tyrannical, it is."

"Calest is merely following the rules. You had a fair chance to participate in the bidding, didn't you? Besides, the main Kenwell store secured a spot, didn't they? A prime location right next to ours."

Can't even participate? I remembered Rilka's face, full of enthusiasm for the mock shops.

And with words like bidding, capital, and rights, the picture was starting to become clearer.

"Um, senpai... could I just talk with Rilka for a moment..."

"This is perfect. We've got a live sample of the Calest versus Kenwell conflict right here."

"Senpai..."

I strode down the hallway. The male upperclassman noticed my approach. He had black hair and a medium build. His clothes were indeed top tier for a commoner. The ornamentation was subdued, but the fabric looked more expensive than that of some noble students.

"Can I help you?"

"Excuse me, I left my bag in that classroom. Could you let me through, senpai?"

My attitude towards an upperclassman was flawless.

"There's an entrance at the back, isn't there? You could have just gone in that way, you know."

The female student said, sounding displeased. She also had black hair. A sharp featured beauty.

"I just overheard you saying that this classroom can't be used without your permission. So I thought I should ask first."

I said this without dropping my deferential tone. It was a textbook example of a self preserving attitude that respected my seniors. I wanted to praise myself for it. And yet, for some reason, the two of them frowned in unison.

"That's only once preparations have started. What's your name?"

"My name is Ricardo Vinder."

"Vinder? I've never heard of you."

"Hey, what do you think you're doing, Vinder. And Mia too..."

"Oh my, are you an acquaintance of Rilka-san?"

"Not an acquaintance, really. We just shared a tea party with her once."

Mia seemed quite close to her, but that was the extent of my connection.

"Hmph, could it be the tea party Rilka-san was talking about before the summer break? Hehe, how nice of you nameless companies to stick together. Let me be clear, even if we're both called Vice Guild Masters, there's a distinct difference between Kenwell and Calest. A small house like yours should really be more careful about who you associate with."

Her ridicule was obvious. I know, I know. That's exactly why I ended up having to crush Dorefano.

"Wait, the one who invited him was... No, never mind. You're not participating in the Shoken Festival, are you, Vinder? Just get your things and go. This is our business."

Rilka stopped herself mid sentence. Huh, I was sure she was going to drop Alfina's or Luiza's name.

"So you're not a participant. A wise choice. A shop ranked lower than Rilka-san's probably couldn't have participated even if it wanted to."

"Indeed. The weak won't survive if they don't value a quick retreat."

The Calest siblings laughed together. It's a fact, and I agree with their sentiment. But the strong shouldn't make needless enemies either. Don't come crying to me if you get tripped up from below. You know of a store that went down just like that, don't you?

"Couldn't even participate? That sounds interesting. For the sake of my own future learning, could you please explain it to me, Calest-senpai?"

I asked for his guidance, essentially asking for a sample of the Calest way of doing things.

"I am Theodore Calest. Very well, I shall instruct a slow witted underclassman."

...

"I see."

In short, the rules for the Shoken Festival had changed, and the funding limits for participating companies were eliminated. Limited space, plus excessive funds. It was the exact mechanism of a real estate bubble. What's more, it seemed they had bought up all the classrooms that served as stages for the mock shops, like buying up condos for investment without any intention of living in them.

Unlike actual real estate, they couldn't profit from reselling. So their goal must have been to shut out the mid-tier companies with less capital. Why would they go that far?

"Do you understand now? We are acting strictly in accordance with fair rules."

"Those rules, they were suddenly changed this year, weren't they? You pulled some strings, didn't you?"

"Oh my, are you objecting to a decision approved by Hilda-sama and Leonardo-sama?"

"Ugh, that's not it, but..."

Rilka looked down, frustrated.

"Who are they?"

"The eldest daughter of the Grand Duke of Kurtheite, and the fiancée of the Second Prince. Leonardo is the prime minister's second son. They are both fourth years and serve as the student council president and vice president."

It seems more complicated people are involved. Only names that are useless for my self preservation keep popping up. And they're multiplying in pairs. I'm terrible at remembering names. That name, Hilda, is the same as the upperclassman Alfina mentioned yesterday.

"So, with that, there are twenty days until the Shoken Festival. In other words, starting next week, this place is reserved for preparations."

"That's right. You can do as you please today. You have no complaints now, do you?"

No, wait a minute, I still don't understand the reason for the detrimental rule change. What's the point of injecting such naked capitalism into a school festival? Are they some kind of Chicago school zealots who believe in an all powerful market?

"Umm."

"Ricardo-kun and Mia-san. I knew I'd find you."

A bright voice, oblivious to the tense atmosphere, called out. From the other end of the hall, a beautiful girl who was likely to complicate matters further was walking towards us. To top it off, Claudia was by her side. Come to think of it, she was reinstated as her attendant, wasn't she? Apparently, she got quite an earful of sarcasm from the Grand Duchess.

Well, a female guard who can enter the academy is a rare asset. So why isn't she stopping Alfina from approaching me? Wasn't that the whole point of her existence?

"Your Highness. Are you, um, acquainted with people like this?"

The Calest sister, Zeldia was her name I think, started to panic.

"Yes. I am greatly indebted to Ricardo-kun and Mia-san."

Alfina said it as if she were boasting about her friends. The two upperclassmen's faces were painted with astonishment. They would probably faint if they knew the 'debt' was for teaching her how to use a dust rag. My self preservation would faint too.

"And you must be Rilka-san. We were at the same tea party before."

"What did you say?"

The Calest brother flinched. Even the heir of a major merchant house is scared of royalty, I see.

"I was just invited as a plus one for those two."

"So, what has happened here?"

Alfina looked at Rilka with concern. I was reminded of my first conversation with Alfina. Back then, she tried to defend me when Dorefano was picking on me, even though we had never spoken before. The current Rilka was clearly in a worse position than I was back then...

*This is bad. Things are about to blow up before I have all the information.*

"It's nothing serious..." "That's right. It is not something Your Highness needs to concern herself with."

The Calests were also trying to de-escalate, but that was just going to backfire. This naive princess, despite her gentle nature, is surprisingly easy to ignite, not just inspire. On top of that, she's quite stubborn and tends to charge ahead once she's made up her mind.

My head started to ache as the situation became exponentially more tangled. All I did was walk down a hallway during summer break, how did it come to this?

"What's with the crowd in the hallway?"

Just then, another voice called out from the direction we had come from.

"Hilda-sama."

Zeldia's voice was pleading.

When I turned around, a man and a woman who were clearly not ordinary people were approaching.

The buttons on their ties, the embroidery peeking out from their cuffs. Their attire was top class even for this academy. The woman was a busty blonde. The man was a slender, handsome type with glasses. Both were fourth years. That must mean the other one is Leonardo.

"Leonardo-sama, too. You've arrived at just the right time."

Theodore confirmed my guess. Good, the number of people increased, but the number of names didn't.

"And Alfina is here as well. What on earth is going on?"

The upperclassman called Hilda shot a cold glare at Alfina. A Grand Duke's daughter addressing royalty, albeit an adopted one, by her first name. She was the Second Prince's fiancée, wasn't she? *So she's not just a villainess, she's already acting like she's royalty.*

But if that's the case, then this situation is the worst possible. Two small nations caught between two great powers. This is looking exactly like a proxy war waiting to happen.
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			Chapter 4: Second Half, A Depopulated Area

			*Okay, wait a second. The most imposing one, the blonde fourth-year, is Hilda, a grand duke's daughter. Does that make her a grand duchess? The next most important looking one, the slender boy with glasses, is Leonardo. The prime minister's son. I see, he really has the air of a bureaucrat. The black-haired girl, Zeldia, is the daughter of the great merchant Calest, and the other one with the same hair color must be Theodore, the heir.*

*Quasi-royalty, high nobility, and a major merchant family. A very shady lineup.*

*They say birds of a feather flock together, but all the girls on their side are quite well-endowed. As for our group, well, Rilka is about average. No, no, there’s an age gap to consider, so her future potential is… Besides, we have a landslide victory in the cuteness department. In terms of beauty, we’re at least their equals.*

*As for the guys, sorry for dragging the team down.*

"These are the ones who are voicing objections to the student council's decision."

In the hallway where the two groups of four students faced each other, it was Theodore who broke the silence. Just moments ago he was being deferential to Alfina, misunderstanding that she was our backer. He’s so easy to read. Still, as a fellow believer in self-preservation, I can sympathize with the way he skillfully pointed only at me and Rilka.

"Oh? I cannot simply let that pass."

The boy with glasses glared at me quietly while I was still trying to sort out the names on my mental roster.

"What is the meaning of this?"

"There seems to be a misunderstanding. I was simply asking Calest-senpai to instruct me on the mechanics of the Shoken Festival. And for the sake of my own education, I would be grateful if you could tell me. What is the reason for this year's rule change?"

The academy is a microcosm of this country, a place that prizes precedent. There must be a reason for such a drastic reform.

"There ought to be a suitable price for such a valuable opportunity for each company to appeal to the nobility. Furthermore, the fees paid for those rights become a donation to the academy. This year, we have collected more than double the usual amount. I believe this is something you commoner students should be rejoicing over."

The upperclassman with glasses spoke condescendingly. *The big companies that paid the location fees are commoners too, though. It doesn’t seem to offer any advantage to the nobles, so I suppose it’s all about building a record of achievement for the student council. A reputation earned here apparently has a long-lasting impact. That's only natural, I guess, since all the future elites are gathered in the kingdom's one and only school faction.*

"Thank you. I understand the implications of the rule. However…"

I put on a troubled expression. Leonardo looked at Hilda. Her magnificent blonde head gave a slight nod.

"Speak your mind. The student council listens to the opinions of its students."

"Yes, fundamentally I have no questions or complaints. Even from my position as the son of a merchant family, small as it is, financial power carries great weight in the real world of business. A rule where those with more funds have an advantage is one that reflects reality. It is precisely because we are students, who can recover from failure, that experiencing the disparity in financial strength is so important. I believe it is educationally sound."

I said what I said. The idea of everyone holding hands and crossing the finish line together is absurd. The ideal of comparing everyone by the same standard has its merits in an educational setting, but there are important lessons that cannot be taught that way. One cannot learn from failure forced by circumstances.

*When you consider the ultimate goal of survival, that is, self-preservation, the main point is to 'utilize' your abilities according to the situation. 'Comparing' them has no intrinsic meaning. It's pointless to say after you're dead that you could have survived if only the environment hadn't been so harsh, or if you'd just been in a normal environment. That's reality.*

Students here graduate at eighteen, which would be high school in Japan, but they enter society immediately after. And even then, they're three years behind the average person.

"That is correct. The rule change was made with that very perspective in mind."

I framed it for him as being realistic and wonderful. Leonardo looked surprised for a moment before nodding haughtily. I hid a smirk.

*With that, this rule change has become purely for educational purposes. For an educational institution, that pretext is a powerful one.*

"However, what about its actual implementation? If this is for 'education,' then it is meaningless if one cannot participate. Shutting out students who lack funds for the sake of experiencing financial disparity means the education itself cannot take place. Is this not different from what you seniors 'intended' with this rule change?"

I asked Leonardo. The expression vanished from his elitist face.

"Are there students who wish to participate but cannot?"

Alfina interjected with perfect timing. Leonardo's face twisted. *We didn't plan that, I swear.*

Regardless, I was flipping the argument from one of raw commercial logic to the idea that commercial logic is merely a means to an end, for education. Now, let's see how the son of the kingdom's top bureaucrat responds.

"…I see, that is a reasonable point of view. Indeed, perhaps the commoner students became a bit too heated in their efforts to secure better locations, leading to a somewhat extreme situation. It's possible we were too hands-off, thinking we should leave it to the commoners since they are the ones building the stalls," the student council vice president said, adopting an air of perfect neutrality. He's a quick thinker, it seems. But that quickness is allocated entirely to self-preservation. That makes him an easy opponent for me to read.

"However, changing a rule once it has been decided also has its drawbacks."

"I agree. If the rules are constantly changing, it ceases to be educational."

I affirmed his point, pressing my advantage. Of course, my words had a double meaning. I was also implying that *they* were the ones who had suddenly changed the rules in the first place. In other words, I was letting them know I wouldn't back down easily.

"…Then let us do this. The classrooms that have been assigned cannot be moved. However, the academy has other spaces available. How about we hold a new bid for those locations, open only to the participants who were unable to secure a spot? Lady Hilda."

"That is an excellent idea. I will permit it."

Hilda, who had been observing our exchange, said this without a change in her expression. Zeldia's face flashed with frustration for a moment, but she quickly masked it with a smile. *She’s still hiding something.*

"Please wait. The other spaces besides the classrooms, all the remaining spots are very small…" Rilka said. I see. Apart from the grand auditorium and the library, the classrooms are the largest spaces. And they need more than just space for the shops. After all, half of the participating students and many of the guests are nobles. They’ll likely need cloakrooms and preparation areas as well.

"That is where a small company can demonstrate its skill, would you not agree? Your family's business is not even a third the size of our company. Are you saying you cannot conduct business under these conditions?"

"She is right. Considering the time we have left, any further changes would be difficult," Leonardo said, nodding to Zeldia. This is the limit. Pushing any further would endanger my own self-preservation.

*Besides, why am I, someone who isn't even participating, negotiating as if I’m the representative for the mid-sized companies? By the way, even the smallest of them is far larger than ours. I was supposed to be here to gather intelligence on the conflict between Calest and Kenwell.*

"Thank you very much, seniors. I have learned a great deal from this."

Suppressing the questions bubbling up inside me, I began to prepare for our withdrawal. But the other half of the leading pair, the most powerful person here, turned her gaze on me. Her beautiful face remained serene, but the coldness in her eyes was the kind one reserves for an insect.

"What is your name?"

"My name is Ricardo Vinder."

"Ricardo… Ah, you are Alfina's dance partner."

Hilda mentioned Alfina's name. A bad feeling crept over me. A very bad feeling.

"As a friend of Alfina, I am sure you will put on a wonderful display. I look forward to it."

*Wait, how did the conversation get here?*

"Please wait. I did not take part in the bidding, so I am not qualified to participate."

"Hmm? You interfered to that extent with no intention of participating? Is this not perfect, then? A new bid will be held thanks to your opinion, so you can participate," Leonardo said, pushing up his glasses.

"N-no, even at a reduced fee, the cost would be a great sum for the Vinder Company's finances. Opening a stall at the Shoken Festival is far beyond our family's reach. If we were to do anything, the most we could manage is a food stall in the courtyard."

"A food stall?"

"Lord Leonardo. This person is the son of a petty merchant. A food stall is…" Zeldia whispered into Leonardo's ear.

"Heh heh. It seems you have not yet shed your backpack peddler mentality. What shall we do, Lady Hilda?"

"As I said, since he is a friend of Alfina's, we can hardly ignore him. The courtyard is under Alfina's supervision, so it is a perfect fit. Add his name to the list of participants."

"As you wish."

Everything was decided in a flash. *I don’t need special treatment based on connections. A single, lonely stall will surely operate at a loss. Harassment from a grand duke's daughter and the prime minister's son is no laughing matter. I came here to observe the conflict between commoner students, so how did I end up being viewed like a guinea pig by high nobles?*

The shock was like a reconnaissance squad suddenly finding itself on the front lines.

However, another phrase had caught my attention.

"What do you mean, supervisor of the courtyard?"

"Yes, Lady Hilda has assigned me a role as a Shoken Festival officer. Hilda-senpai is in charge of the school building, and Leonardo-senpai is in charge of the east gazebo. The courtyard between them is my responsibility, or so I am told," Alfina said, as if it were nothing. But when I glanced over, I saw Clau's face was tense.

"Huh? But there's nothing in the courtyard…" Rilka said. Another part of the picture was becoming clear. There is nothing in the courtyard. If anything, there will only be my single food stall. Nobles don't even recognize a stall as a proper shop. They wouldn't stand on the ground to eat a meal.

"Until now, we have been considerate not to interfere with the work of the Sanctum. However, I am pleased to hear you have been gracing the academy with your presence more often recently. In that case, it is only proper that you bear a responsibility befitting a member of the royal family. The courtyard should be a suitable first role for you."

*I see, so they assigned her an "easy" place. But how does someone forced to supervise a place no one cares about spend their time during the festival?*

*Primogeniture ensures the First Prince's position is secure. The Third Prince has become a great hero thanks to the monster flood. And she is the fiancée of the Second Prince, caught in the middle. The daughter of the same grand ducal house, and from a despised bloodline at that, who holds the title of princess. They were relieved when she was pushed off to the Sanctum, only for her to make a name for herself by prophesying a monster flood.*

That profile of her flashed through my mind in an instant, based on the look she gave Alfina and me. *Could it be? For the sake of your own pride, which is worthless to anyone but you, did you drag Alfina… and me into this?*

*Is she another one of those types who has a twisted understanding of survival of the fittest? A human is stronger than a fish, so they can catch and eat fish. That is the law of the jungle. I don't know if it's right or wrong, but it's fine.*

*But if she believes that a human can simply command a fish to leap from the sea, turn itself into sashimi, and arrange itself on a plate, then she is sorely mistaken.*

I glanced out the window. *The courtyard, huh? At school festivals in my old world, that was prime real estate. And right now, there are plenty of small companies desperate for space.*

"Thank you for your consideration, Hilda-senpai. I will gratefully accept the use of the courtyard."

"Yes, I look forward to it. I wonder if I will see something so rare that it will leave me in awe."

"I will do my utmost to meet your expectations."

"Do your best."

As I bowed deeply, the two of them turned on their heels as if their business was concluded. The two from Calest shot me a hateful glare before quickly following after them.

"Senpai…"

"Vinder, you…"

The two girls looked at me with exasperated expressions.

"A reconnaissance in force is still a form of reconnaissance…"

*It’s just that the opponent I provoked turned out to be the enemy's main army.*



		
			Chapter 24

			Chapter 5: Part One, Strategy Meeting

			"Ah, um..."

After that self-important crowd left, Rilka approached me.

"Th, thank you... Mia."

Then, she turned a sharp ninety degrees.

"No, it wasn't me," Mia said.

"And Princess Alfina, you were also, um, concerned about someone like me."

"Although I only just became one, I am an officer for the Shoken Festival. It's only natural that I fulfill my duty. Besides, I was not the one who handled the negotiations," Alfina replied.

At their words, Rilka hesitantly stood before me.

"Um, I feel like I got you mixed up in this too..."

"This one was my own doing, so don't worry about it. More importantly, I need information about the Shoken Festival. Since it looks like I've been forced to participate now."

"Your own doing? Forced to participate? ...I have a lot to say about that, but fine. What do you want to know?"

For some reason, my words seemed to snap the energetic girl back to normal. Not that I said anything particularly strange.

"Okay, so first of all..."

"Wait. How long do you intend to keep the princess standing in the hallway?" Claudia interjected, sounding as if she couldn't bear it any longer.

"Clau."

"Th, this isn't a complaint against Vinder. It is merely my duty to ensure the princess's safety."

*I see. So she's being so quiet because she's under some kind of restriction. Probably the Grand Duchess's doing.*

*What should I do? Looking at Alfina's expression, I can't very well say, "This area is for commoners only." She seems to have her own issues with that group's leader anyway. And it looks like I'll need information from Claudia about their side of things. Besides, we could be overheard by anyone out here.*

"Let's move. To a room where we can organize our thoughts more calmly."

I pointed back the way we came.

We stopped in front of the now-expanded laboratory. The entrance was locked. Right, Fulsy had been complaining about not wanting to attend the meeting. Mia produced a key from her pocket and opened the door.

"It's better to be close to the slate, so that table will do."

"You have the key to the Sage-sama's room... Seriously, who are you people?" Rilka said, looking exasperated at Mia and me as we moved with familiarity.

Alfina sat in the middle of the side with a view of the slate. She seemed to understand that no one else could sit until she did. Claudia stood to her master's left. I sat opposite Alfina. Mia sat to my left, and Rilka hurriedly tried to sit to Mia's left.

"Ah, my bad. It'll be hard to hear from over there. Could you sit on that side?"

But I was ruthless and excluded Rilka from the commoners' side of the table. Rilka looked at me with teary eyes but reluctantly started to move next to Claudia. However, Alfina pointed to the seat beside her. Rilka's body flinched, but she managed to take the seat with a series of awkward movements.

I felt a strong sense of kinship with the "How did this happen?" look on her face.

"I would prefer if Claudia-dono would also be seated. Everyone gathered here is facing some kind of difficulty regarding the Shoken Festival. I believe you can share in that, Claudia-dono. There are limits to the information we can gather about the nobility on our own."

"Clau. You need not be so tense here," Alfina added.

Claudia hesitated for a moment before finally taking a seat. It seemed she, too, was dissatisfied with the duty that had been forced upon her master.

"Now, about what I wanted to ask. First, Rilka-san."

"That's too formal, just call me Rilka. I call you Vinder, after all."

"R, right... Rilka. Um."

*Is this okay? We're both calling each other by name without any honorifics, but she's using my last name while I'm using her first. Doesn't that make me sound presumptuous?*

*No, this isn't the time for that. We're currently up against one of the Royal Capital's most powerful merchants. His backers are the prince's fiancée and the Chancellor's second son. In the face of such headwinds, I have to open a shop at a festival I never intended to join. And in a location no one would normally go near.*

"My first question is this. Why is Calest going to such lengths?"

I still hadn't resolved that fundamental question. I'd heard the reason for the rule change, but the justification still felt weak.

"First of all, you don't seem to fully grasp what it means to open a shop at the Shoken Festival. To begin with—"

Rilka explained. It was, of course, a matter of upholding one's family name, but it was also one of the few opportunities to appeal to a large number of nobles at once. New products were even announced there sometimes. A specially marked currency was used at the festival, and the profits were used to rank the participants. In other words, it established a hierarchy among the potential heirs of the various merchant companies.

"I see. So it's less like a school festival and more like an exhibition."

That made a little more sense to me.

"An exhibition? Anyway, it's important for us commoner students. Much more important than any exam."

"I get it. But even under the old rules, the one with more capital could get the better location, right? Was there really a need to spend even more money just to shut everyone else out?"

"I've been wondering about that too. At first, I thought it was just a dispute between my company's headquarters and Calest. But the only special circumstance this year is the talk about expanding the trade quotas with the Empire."

"Ah, that came up at the tea party. If I remember right, the Empire is struggling in its fight against monsters. But still..."

"There's no way they'd decide national trade quotas based on a competition between students," Rilka said, tilting her head in thought.

"Um... if it concerns the Empire, I may know something," Alfina spoke up.

"It seems students from the Imperial Academy will be accompanying the next delegation as attendants. Hilda-senpai also mentioned that she would be inviting them to the Shoken Festival."

"We were never told anything like that..."

"I bet Calest knew," I muttered.

That was an unexpected piece of information. Still, it was just a matter concerning students. I couldn't imagine it would influence trade between nations. Well, whatever. The next thing to figure out is the relationship with this Hilda person.

"Okay, next question. What's the link between the Grand Duchess's daughter, the Chancellor's son, and Calest?"

"That is..."

At my question, Rilka glanced to the side and trailed off.

"Please, say it. We cannot make any judgments without accurate information. That is what Ricardo-kun taught me."

"What have you been teaching the princess... Fine. Basically, there are rumors that the Calest, Kurtheite, and Chancellor families, the so called Second Prince Faction, are getting restless..."

"The prince's faction? Claudia-dono, I thought the royal succession was strictly primogeniture."

I directed the question to the stern-faced female knight. There shouldn't be any room for factional disputes over the throne. Unless, of course, they were to resort to extraordinary measures.

"The Crown Prince is His Highness the First Prince. The Grand Dukes of the East and West, along with all their vassal nobles, support the First Prince together. The Second Prince and Third Prince are to support the First Prince, each with their respective 'roles'."

"So, setting the First Prince aside, other princes can form factions, is that it?"

I began to strip away Claudia's pretense. The count's daughter scowled but didn't stop my interpretation. For someone who was supposedly being restrained, you'd think she'd have at least a word of protest. Perhaps she, too, had her own thoughts about being pushed around by her family.

"The Second Prince has deep connections to the Chancellery. And, as you know, the Third Prince is with the Knight Order. Due to the princess's recent accomplishments, it is now believed that the Third Prince and the Grand Duchess Bertold have formed an alliance."

"Aunt-sama has also said it's been troublesome, with the Third Prince's faction trying to cozy up to her even though she has no such intentions."

The commander of the Third Knight Order was the Third Prince. We had taken advantage of that, but did it really affect the balance of power between the factions? I had left all of that to the Grand Duchess.

"So, the Second Prince's faction is wary of the rising influence of the Third Prince and Princess Alfina's faction."

*My assessment of Hilda wasn't so far off after all. But this political structure is more unstable than I thought. It'll hold as long as everyone abides by the formalities, but it could easily crumble if someone decides to break them. The crucial First Prince doesn't have any truly dedicated allies.*

"I have a basic grasp of the situation now. The interests lie in the imperial trade rights, and the Second Prince's faction is feeling impatient."

I wasn't completely convinced, but I had a better understanding of the enemy's circumstances. I had far too little information about the Empire. I should probably think about using this business venture to gather intelligence. International trade is an essential element for my future dreams, after all. But, for now...

"Let's focus on our business for the Shoken Festival."

"What other choice do we have?" Rilka retorted.

"Senpai, the scope of what you consider is always strange," Mia added.

"Whatever. Next, let's talk about tenant locations. Do you know the current classroom assignments and which places are likely to be up for the next bid?"

"Hold on. Forget about us for a second. What about you and the princess being thrown out into the courtyard?"

"I know. That's why I need this. I need information to judge whether the idea I've come up with is feasible."

What I have in mind is a business model that's common in my old world but completely unconventional here. There are two conditions that must be overcome to make it a reality. The first is the physical constraints on human behavior. The second is the psychological constraints.

"I understand. Look at this."

Rilka spread a sheet of paper with the school's floor plan onto the table.

"Right now, there are about a dozen companies without a location. The numbered rooms on this map are the classrooms that have already been bid on. The cloakroom and guest lounges are marked with this symbol. The remaining spaces are all small rooms, like this one and this one. Most of them are prep rooms for special classrooms, or just storage rooms."

I see. All the places Rilka pointed to were about half the size of a regular classroom. Some were not even a third of the size.

"If we build a kitchen in a space this small, that's it. It's especially tough for anyone serving food. Do you understand?"

"Yeah. You have to set up a back of house and a hall, and since the customers are nobles, the tables in the hall have to be spaced generously, right?"

"Exactly. Last year we had a proper classroom and it was still a tight squeeze. The interior is also a problem."

This was originally an academy for the children of nobility. The classrooms themselves, as well as the chairs and desks inside, were of suitable quality. But the same couldn't be said for the other rooms.

"What about just bringing in pre-made food?"

"That's forbidden. The rule is that you have to serve something that has undergone at least a minimal process in the space you're given. Otherwise, there would be no point in us doing this."

"Come to think of it, you can cook?"

"No, we bring in cooks. There's no way we'd have enough people if we did that ourselves. The real test of skill is in having the students manage the entire process."

Right. I was getting the impression they were being bullied by a large corporation, but they were all young ladies and masters from wealthy families. And the Artisan Guilds were ranked below the Commercial Guild. Cooks were a type of artisan.

"I see. It's a good thing you're here, Rilka. That helps a lot."

"Wh-What! It's just that you're too ignorant," Rilka said, turning red after my honest praise.

"So, what are you going to do? Thanks to you, we might be able to secure a space, but it's still going to be a struggle. You don't even have that much, do you? The courtyard is nothing more than a pathway between the school building and the east arbor. What are you going to do in a place with no roof?"

She had a point. The only usable space was probably the narrow covered walkway. But...

"Rilka-san, you've been worrying only about Ricardo-kun for a while now," Mia teased.

"N, no, I haven't! I'm worried about Mia getting dragged around by Vinder. Right, Mia?"

"I believed in your friendship until a moment ago, but now I'm starting to have my doubts."

"Hey, what's that supposed to mean? Besides, the courtyard issue involves the princess too. That's why we've requested her presence, isn't it?"

She was right. As things stood, we'd just be a lonely little stall, all by ourselves out in the courtyard. As a student, I don't mind being a loner, but if the shop is a loner, it's guaranteed to lose money. And the nobility wouldn't go anywhere near a mere food stall anyway.

"I know. It will all connect in the end. For now, tell me more about the companies that couldn't participate, especially the ones in the food and beverage business."

That's why my goal is to recruit allies. To create a festival venue in that courtyard that can rival any other.



		
			Chapter 25

			Chapter 5: Part 2. A Way to Share Risk and Return

			I asked Rilka for the names of the merchant companies that were likely to be left out of the Shoken Festival.

"Are you sure about this?"

"It will be fine. I hear that Ricardo-kun is quite the strategist."

*The princess must have picked up another strange word from Mia. I wish she wouldn’t keep raising the bar for me.*

"The word ‘strategist’ feels so out of place with the princess’s look of complete trust. I get it. Um, the ones being left out, from under Kenwell, are Tritt, which is my family, Belmini, and Roston. As for the independents, there’s Dalgan, Meltil, Plural…"

Rilka rattled off the names effortlessly. It seemed her full name was Rilka Tritt. There were companies dealing in meat, dairy products, and vegetables, as well as those specializing in sweets. We had a pretty good lineup. There was even one for apparel. That could be useful for interior decorating.

"I haven’t heard of any of them."

"They’re all Silver members of the guild. Much more famous than Vinder. Just how little do you network?"

"Well, we’re only a Copper member."

*And I’m a loner.* Commercial Guild members are ranked. Dorefano, before his downfall, and the honorary noble Guild Master were sometimes given the special rank of Platinum. It’s disgusting. Normally, members belong to either the Gold, Silver, or Copper tiers. In Japanese terms, Gold would be like a major company listed on the main stock exchange. A great merchant with numerous companies under its umbrella. Silver members are either large independent companies or key subsidiaries under a Gold member. Copper is below Silver, what you would call small to medium sized enterprises. All of them are at a scale to operate a shop in the city.

Though our company is tiny in scale.

Traveling merchants belong to a separate Itinerant Merchant Guild, which is of course ranked below Copper. Until a few years ago, or what feels like yesterday from the perspective of the great merchants, that’s where we were.

"How can a Copper member afford to send two people to the academy? The more I think about it, the stranger it all seems."

"We just got lucky and struck it big with honey."

"And striking it big once lets you become friends with a princess and use a sage’s room whenever you please?"

"You’re getting off topic."

*By the way, you’re probably already considered a friend in Her Highness’s mind. You’d better watch out for Claudia.*

And with that, I finally had all the information I needed.

"Anyway. To sum up everything we’ve discussed."

I pointed to the academy schematic I had borrowed from Rilka. Everyone’s gaze focused on it.

"As for tenant spaces, these six rooms on the first floor are our prime targets."

"Wait a minute, aren’t those all tiny rooms? They’re barely a third the size of a classroom. Besides, most of them are just storage rooms. You can’t seat any customers in there, can you? The second floor would be better."

She had a point. The first floor had many cloakrooms and waiting rooms, so there were few proper spaces to begin with. But considering access to the courtyard, we had no other choice.

"The customers won’t go into the rooms. All six of these rooms face the courtyard, you see. We’ll do all the cooking inside, and the customers from all six shops will be seated out here."

I drew an oval in the courtyard. Yes, what I was trying to create was a food court, like the ones in the large shopping centers of my former world.

"A shared space!?"

"I’ll call it a food court. Customers will order from various shops and then come to the courtyard. The shops will deliver what was ordered. For instance, even if a group of friends wants to eat different things, they can each order from the shop they like and still eat together in the same place. Plus, since it’s shared by six shops, we’ll waste less seating."

*Even a party of samurai and knights could dine without fighting. Not that we have any samurai here.* I hammered home the advantages before Rilka could object. The approach is critical when explaining something completely new.

"Well, that sounds very lively and enjoyable."

That was Alfina’s take. She was right, this way we wouldn’t be a lonely little stall out in the courtyard. My escape from solitude. But I couldn’t rely on the senses of a princess who had recently been honing her commoner sensibilities. They were questionable to begin with.

The person I was counting on was the daughter of a merchant family that regularly dealt with nobles, unlike me or a count’s daughter.

"I’d like to hear Claudia-dono’s opinion."

"What will you do if it rains?"

Oh, she went right for a tough spot. I drew something like a large parasol on the stone slate.

"We’ll consider connecting it to the covered walkway and add a minimal roof. If the rain gets too heavy, we’ll have to retreat for the day. If people complain, we’ll just use this as the guest area."

I could probably work something out in the Sage’s room. After being pushed into using the courtyard, I couldn’t be expected to manage the rain, too. I’d just complain to the student council that it’s for the customers’ protection. I’d probably be disqualified for failing to meet the conditions of using the courtyard, but so be it.

"What about the seats?"

"There should be some spare ones from the classrooms. Rilka, your associates have secured rooms, haven’t they? Can you arrange to borrow some?"

"I think I can manage that if I ask."

"Also, I hear the original desks and chairs from here were tossed into a storage room, so we’ll use those as well."

"Senpai, I don’t believe they were very clean."

"They’re the legendary desks where the Sage devised his plans to save the nation."

It wouldn’t be nearly enough for six separate shops, but with a food court model, we’d only need about half that number at most.

"Anything else?"

"…………Where do you intend for Her Highness to sit?"

"Position wise, I plan to set up something like a management office right around here. A spot where anyone coming to greet Alfina-sama will have a full view of all the participating shop fronts."

"Do you intend to use Her Highness as a lure for customers?"

"...My apologies. She won’t have to recommend any of the shops."

I apologized to Claudia. I had wanted Alfina to enjoy the festival as naturally as possible, but it couldn’t be helped.

"I would be happy to be of service. Though I know it will be a burden for you, Clau."

"Not at all, if that is what Your Highness wishes. …Vinder, that is all from me."

"That was a great help. Rilka?"

Her points were different from what I’d expected, but Claudia had clearly given it some thought. Next up was the girl staring at the floor plan with an anxious look on her face.

"I’ve never heard of a method like this, but it certainly solves our biggest problem of limited space. I think the format itself has a certain novelty. But, it’s no good. There are far too many problems."

Rilka stood up and pointed at the courtyard.

"Even if we bring out chairs and tables, creating a seating area for nobles in this empty space will require a significant investment. Even if it’s not for six full shops, you’ll need at least half that number of tables. Twenty, right? The umbrellas alone will cost a fortune, and we can’t just have them on the bare ground, so we’ll need flooring as well."

"The rent for the space should be cheap. You should complain endlessly about how small the tenant spaces are. You were going to need things like interior decorations, tablecloths, and napkins anyway, right? As for the cost of the food court. We’ll split that seven ways, among the six companies and us."

"Financially, that might work. But there’s no way seven separate merchant companies can run a shared space together. They’ll never reach an agreement. Besides, with you as the leader, well…"

*Ah, I see. It would be like the Western Army at the Battle of Sekigahara, trying to fight under Ishida Mitsunari. I, Vinder, can’t even compare to Ishida Mitsunari. I’m more like Nagatsuka Masaie, or maybe Kasuya Takenori.*

Rilka glanced at Alfina. She would certainly be a much more reliable figurehead than Toyotomi Hideyori. Of course, as I’d said earlier, I would have to make indirect use of her influence.

But if the supervisor gets directly involved in the management, there’s no telling what kind of false accusations we might face later.

And, though this is purely for my own convenience, it would diminish the evaluation of the system I’m trying to test on this occasion. I wouldn’t be able to persuade her aunt.

"I have an idea about how to bring everyone together."

"And what’s that?"

"We’ll create a temporary parent company through joint investment, with these seven companies as its subsidiaries. Let’s call it Mock Shop Holdings. We’ll have this holding company manage the shared space."

"A holding company? I’ve never heard of such a preposterous method. The children gathering to create a parent, instead of the other way around?"

Rilka looked dumbfounded. Of course, without any backing of power or legal guarantees, such a thing would normally be impossible. But this time, it only needs to last for twenty days at most. And we’re facing a common crisis. Even a castle made of sand should be able to stand for that long.

Provided, of course, that we operate under the assumption that there will be betrayals.

"We’ll use a form of investment called stocks. The stocks will be distributed according to the amount invested. To put it simply, if each of the seven companies invests ten gold coins, the holding company’s capital becomes seventy gold coins, right? In exchange, each company holds ten shares. Then, we use this capital to set up the seating in the courtyard. In other words, the enormous risk of creating a shared seating area gets distributed among seven companies."

"I see… But if the investment is equal, isn’t that more advantageous for the shops that get more customers?"

"We’ll charge a usage fee for each seat used by a shop. Those fees will be collected by the holding company and, at the very end, distributed according to the number of shares each company holds. If the food court thrives, everyone profits."

Rilka fell silent. I actually had one more trick up my sleeve, but I couldn’t say anything for certain until I saw the members.

"Distribute the risk, and distribute the profits in a clear-cut way… A system to bind disparate merchant companies together with risk and profit, uniting them as one. Why? This method sounds completely insane, yet it also sounds perfectly logical."

*Of course it does. It’s a method that was refined over years in my old world for the purpose of managing organizations.*

"What do you need me to do?"

"Recruit potential participants. In other words, find the companies that have been backed into a corner by the current rules and have no choice but to cling to this tall tale."

I said. Rilka clenched her hands into tight fists. In an instant, my classmate’s face had become that of a merchant.

"...I have no other choice. Fine, I’m in on this. However, the most I can do is bring the potential members to you."

"Yeah, that’s more than enough. If I were the one asking, not a single company would agree to join."

"That’s not something to be proud of."

Rilka gave a wry smile. I hope she can forgive me for that. It’s precisely because of my weakness that I have to rely on a system.

"...I’ll arrange for the tables and chairs as soon as possible. I’ll try to have it done by the time you give your explanation of Mock Shop Holdings."

"I appreciate it."

Just knowing that Kenwell is cooperative will be enough to put potential members at ease. I bowed my head to Rilka.

"But don’t think it’ll be easy. Those independent types are a proud bunch. Don’t assume they’ll just jump at the bait because they’re in trouble."

"I know."

I looked at Mia. My reliable secretary nodded. I would have her gather information on the prospective participants.

"That was a most interesting discussion. Do merchant families always have such conversations?"

Alfina said, sounding impressed.

"They do not, Your Highness. This man is definitely not normal."

Rilka said with an air of resignation. No, this was a perfectly normal way of doing things in my old world.

"Vinder…"

"Yeah. You were a big help today."

As the meeting concluded and everyone was preparing to leave, Rilka approached me.

"There’s something I want to say to you. Um… if things had stayed as they were, I don’t think we would have even been able to participate. So,"

"There’s no guarantee this will work out."

"Even if it doesn’t. Thank you. I’m grateful."

Rilka bowed her head to me.

"No, it’s fine. I wasn’t exactly thrilled about the idea of running a lonely food stall in the courtyard by myself either."

Besides, I have ulterior motives, like using this as a trial run to convince the Grand Duchess of the merits of a stock-based system. And I want information on the Empire, too. I’m making sure to secure my own profits.

"Can I ask just one more thing?"

"Go ahead."

"This holding company? You didn’t just come up with that on the spot, did you? How did you learn about it?"

"That’s a trade secret. Let’s just say I’ve been thinking about it for at least the last five years."

I used my ultimate technique. The trade secret. Rilka’s eyes searched mine for a moment, then she chuckled.

"Senpai is more incredible than the Sage, huh. I see."

"What are you talking about?"

"Oh, just talking to myself. I know I’m repeating myself, but you’d better be fired up when you try to persuade the other members. They’re not like the people here today."

"That’s right, Senpai. They aren’t as gullible as the people here."

"I am not gullible! That’s not the point, Mia. Vinder is unreliable, so I need you to get a firm grasp of all the participants."

The two of them began exchanging information. Gullible? *If you ask me, the people gathered here are plenty troublesome in their own right.*
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			Chapter 6: Part One - Establishment

			"Alright then, I shall be off for a walk... a stroll to deepen my thoughts. Don't you forget our promise."

"I understand, Sage-sama."

Once Fulsy had left the room, the participants noisily settled into their seats.

There were five of them, including Rilka. Among the companies pushed out by the real estate surge, six were in the food and drink business. Five of those had gathered here. It was quite an achievement that two were from Kenwell. This must be the power of a social butterfly. A skill completely foreign to me.

My job was to get these five members on board. In the now-spacious laboratory, the attendees took up positions as they pleased. Other than their commoner-style clothes under their uniforms, they were a motley crew.

The moment the Sage was gone, a well-built male student plopped down and crossed his legs on top of the desk. He was a third-year, the son of the Dalgan Company which dealt in meat. Dalgan was apparently an independent company. He had the vibe of a jock.

A slender, long-haired boy, also a third-year, smoothed his hair without even looking this way. He was the son of the Plural Company, an independent merchant dealing in confectionery ingredients like black sugar and refined wheat. He was characterized by his dandyish gestures.

A girl sitting nervously between the two was a classmate of mine. I recognized her face, but had we ever spoken? Of course not. She was apparently the daughter of Belmini, a vegetable dealer. The way she kept looking at Rilka for support told me she was under the Kenwell umbrella.

Meanwhile, Rilka, the daughter of the dairy-dealing Tritt Company, ignored her classmate's distress signal and sat quietly.

The last member, a male student, sat in silence. He was from Roston, a Kenwell subsidiary that handled rare fruits and grains. Even his expression was still.

Rilka aside, none of them looked happy to be here. It was understandable. They were all heirs to Silver-rank companies or held similar positions. What's more, besides Rilka and Belmini, they were all my seniors.

"Thank you all for coming. I'll get right to the explanation," I said, greeting them with a humble bow. I knew this wouldn't be easy. I immediately began drawing an organizational chart on the stone slate. The content was the same as what I had explained to Rilka and the others the other day, to build a shared food court in the courtyard and launch a temporary company to run it using a stock system.

I explained while feeling their distrustful gazes. The fact that no one got up and left was probably less a testament to my powers of persuasion and more a reflection of their own desperate situations.

"So, all the companies here will invest to create one company on top. Then we'll all fight the big companies as one. Is that it?"

The butcher's son nodded to himself, then glared at me.

"And you, Vinder, will be the one running it. Sounds like a sweet setup for you."

The athletic butcher's son grinned, baring his canine teeth. *And here I thought you were a well-bred young master...* Of course, "sweet setup" was directed at the part where I would be in charge. But the fact that he stopped at a mere threat was proof that he still had some lingering hope.

"Three of you are from Kenwell. I'd bet Rilka here is the mastermind. You're probably just a figurehead. Your family is only Copper-rank, right?" said the high-strung third-year from the confectionery company.

"I... I had already given up. Rilka was just so insistent. But still, a method like this, I've never heard of it, never..."

The vegetable merchant's daughter glanced repeatedly at Rilka. The other two followed her gaze. But Rilka didn't react. I needed her to feign neutrality. It would be a disaster if they suspected I was colluding with Kenwell to take advantage of the independent companies.

"Regarding that suspicion, please hold your judgment until you've heard what we actually plan to build in the courtyard."

I switched places with Mia. Rilka waved at Mia, silently cheering her on. So much for being neutral...

"I will now explain the specific numbers regarding the seating capacity of the space we will prepare."

Mia began to explain the number and arrangement of the seats. At the news that Kenwell would provide spare desks and chairs, Dalgan let out a whistle of approval. Plural's face twisted as if to say, "I knew it." The Kenwell members, aside from Rilka, looked relieved.

"In short, we can prepare eight tables, for a total of thirty-six seats, in the courtyard with minimal expense. That's 7.2 seats per vendor. It's about half the seating you all had last year when you used classrooms."

I had done my research. At the same time, they were probably calculating how many seats they could possibly secure on their own this year.

"However, if you consider the reduction in empty seats, you can expect to secure a space comparable to last year."

While Mia was explaining, I drew eight staggered tables on the slate. I also added the lines of foot traffic from the empty rooms in the school building.

"That's a strange thing to say. There are six participating companies, including Vinder. That means six seats per vendor."

"Yeah, and it's doubtful we'd even be treated fairly. What're you gonna do if you run out of seats? I'm not gonna stand for it if you prioritize yourselves."

Plural pointed out the numbers with displeasure, and Dalgan agreed. But I just shook my head.

"Vinder will not be selling anything at the food court. We will manage the holdings and only receive dividends corresponding to our investment. This should guarantee fairness."

"How noble of you. But then what's in it for your company?"

Dalgan glared at me, his gaze more intense than before. There was a benefit. Given my circumstances, it was a benefit far more valuable than gaining a reputation at the Shoken Festival. But since it had nothing to do with them, I wouldn't say it.

I presented a different "fact."

"To be frank, this whole affair is a nuisance for the Vinder Company. I think it's clear we had no intention of participating, since we didn't even enter the bidding. This is basically harassment from Calest and the student council. As long as we can meet the condition of opening a shop in the courtyard without going into the red, that's enough for us."

"Is that really true? I find that hard to believe."

"Then let me ask you this. Is there any benefit for our company in making a profit at the Shoken Festival or appealing to noble customers? Even if a Copper-rank company caught the eye of a noble, could we sustain that business afterward?"

"Well, that... I suppose you have a point."

"Hmph. So you know your place. Once you accept an order from a noble, you can't refuse it. It's a nightmare to have a flood of large orders come in when you can't prepare the goods."

Even in my old world, countless companies were crushed when a sudden surge in orders outstripped their production capacity, allowing larger corporations to snatch their market share. Others went bankrupt from overproduction after desperately meeting a demand that subsequently vanished. Given the level of production coordination and logistics in this world, it was an even greater risk.

Of course, that wouldn't be the case if I could fully unleash the power of our apiculture project, but to do that, I had to finalize the investment negotiations with the Grand Duchess. And for that, I had to demonstrate the power of a joint-stock company. That was my hidden agenda.

*...On second thought, maybe we are doing this for the sake of our reputation with the nobility.* The thought dampened my motivation a little.

Well, it didn't conflict with the interests of the people here. So I wouldn't mention it.

After I displayed this self-preservation technique of revealing half the truth, the two boys finally fell silent and began to think.

"I get it. Honestly, securing customer seating is a huge advantage. And this 'holdings' thing, you'll manage it, but you're saying we all have equal rights as capitalists."

"I find it unpleasant that my delicate sweets will be eaten at the same table as barbaric meat dishes and plain vegetable meals. But it's true that we're sunk without seats. Tch, if only Calest hadn't been so unreasonable..."

"Barbaric meat, you say?"

"V-vegetables aren't plain..."

Just when I thought Dalgan was finally opening up, Plural stirred the pot. Wasn't that Belmini's first time speaking up?

"I'm fine with agreeing." "I have no objections either. We can't just back down quietly from Calest's tyranny."

Roston and Rilka spoke up. A clever move. In this situation, a common enemy is the best ally. Indeed, Rilka's words stopped Dalgan and the others from arguing.

"But is it really okay to build something this big in the courtyard? I've never heard of anything like it."

Dalgan's point about the lack of precedent was certainly a cause for concern. But this wasn't my idea.

"Operating in the courtyard was a direct suggestion from Student Council President Hilda herself. I've also received permission from Her Highness Princess Alfina, who manages the courtyard."

"Really?" "A Copper-rank talking to Her Highness..."

A wave of murmurs filled the room. Just then, the door clicked open. Could the timing be any more perfect?

"Oh, was the meeting still in session? Pardon me, but I'm just going to grab some materials for my lecture. Please wait a moment, Princess."

Fulsy returned to the room with Alfina. He made it seem as though she had simply come to receive instruction from the Sage.

"Sage-sama... and Her Highness, the Princess!"

At the sudden appearance of the princess, everyone shot to their feet and bowed their heads. *Amazing. I'm positive I would have been a beat too late.* The lowered heads turned toward me. Their piercing gazes seemed to ask what I was going to do.

"Your Highness Alfina. These are the candidates for the mock shops."

"Oh, so these are the people who will be opening shops in the courtyard? This is my first time serving as a Shoken Festival officer, but I will do my very best. I look forward to working with you all."

The members nodded at Alfina's words. That sealed it. I was reluctant to rely on Alfina, but considering the time constraints, it couldn't be helped. She had been asking me to let her do something, so I had asked her to make an appearance in the most casual way possible.

"So, are we all in agreement on establishing the Mock Shop Holdings?" I asked, once Fulsy and Alfina, holding a prototype antenna, had left the room.

"Yeah."

"Hmph. I'm in."

"We don't have any other options..."

"Understood."

The four of them agreed, each in their own way.

"Alright, let's give it our all in the next bidding! We'll show Calest a thing or two."

Rilka took the lead. The four others responded, albeit with looks of resignation. She had a great sense of timing. I could never create that kind of energy. After all, someone who can't read the room certainly can't build momentum. Especially since I wouldn't even be participating in the bid.

"There surely won't be any competition for a room this small."

"Hmph. It's not befitting of our company's name, but I suppose it can't be helped."

"If it's a small shop, our losses will be minimal..."

The members started discussing the bid while looking at the floor plan. And with that, I had avoided being left out. The biggest hurdle was cleared. But conversely, it meant these members and I were now all in the same boat. There was no way to create seating in a vacant storefront on the first floor, no matter how hard they tried.

And that meant I was now responsible for them. My stomach began to ache. Why was I, a mere second-year from a Copper-rank company, stuck in this mess? I would never forgive Calest and the Grand Duchess's daughter for this.



		
			Chapter 27

			Chapter 6, Part Two. Preparations

			"Looks like it went well."

"To wrap it all up in a single meeting. You're every bit as capable as Rilka claims."

After the independent companies and the two from Kenwell left, two students entered the room, guided by Rilka. The boy and girl, who had identical faces, were both third years. They were the twin siblings from the great merchant house Kenwell, the second in command of the Food Guild and the ones in charge of Rilka's group.

The condition for them providing chairs and desks was that they wanted to talk with me. Since I was involving three of their subsidiaries, it was only proper to show them the courtesy, but what could the heirs of a Gold Member company want? I wondered just how much trouble this conversation was going to be for me.

One was a beautiful woman with a gentle air, her long brown hair styled in loose curls. The other was a refreshing, handsome man who looked just like her. Their bearing was so refined they could have been mistaken for a young noble master and lady.

*Well, I suppose they might get an honorary title someday and become nobles in name only, so it's to be expected.*

"Jean-senpai, Maria-senpai. It's not like I approve of Vinder or anything."

Seeing Rilka get angry at being teased about her relationship with me suggested their own relationship was a good one. But the fact remained that despite the main house's heirs being here, they had left their subsidiary in a pinch.

For my part, I was able to gain new members because of them, and them lending me desks and chairs was a huge help. But I'd heard that Calest was giving its subsidiaries the spaces it had bought up. Wasn't there some kind of profit competition between the Calest group and the Kenwell group?

"I know what you want to say. That we should at least look after our own subsidiaries, right? Unfortunately, it's our company policy. Each company is to be independent. As important as this is, we can't interfere in an Academy event."

"Father strictly forbids it," they said, perhaps noticing my suspicious gaze.

"A company culture, is it. Seems different from Calest."

"That's right. They call it Vertical Calest, Horizontal Kenwell. That's another thing we don't get along with them on. It wasn't a problem when Dorefano held all the power, but as soon as that crumbled, it turned into this."

*I see, so it's like the rivalry between Mitsubishi Shoji and Mitsui 
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			Chapter 7: Part One - An Edible Menu

			"The quality is even better than I imagined."

The members of Mock Shop Holdings were gathered for the first time in three days in the conference room, which was apparently also called the Sage's Room. Looking at the lovely dishes placed on each of our trays, I offered my praise without a hint of flattery.

But the faces of those I complimented looked conflicted.

"The taste is spot on. But they're so small there's no meaty chew to them at all," Dalgan grumbled.

"It came out beautifully, but with only vegetables, the balance is..." Belmini trailed off.

"At this size, I can't add any decent toppings. Don't you dare think this plain little thing represents our company's true skill," Plural added.

"..." Roston remained silent.

"A male customer would finish this in one bite. And this color is still... I'll add a swirl of cream for accent, but still," Rilka said, her voice laced with worry.

Facing the bite-sized dishes, the members' words were unchanged from three days ago. Rilka looked anxious as well. It was true that by this world's definition of luxury, these portions would seem flimsy. One could even say that as standalone dishes, they were a complete non-starter.

"You're not planning to have them do some kind of taste-testing, are you? The nobles will just think you're making fun of them. They're not like commoners who'll jump at anything free," Dalgan said.

*I can't say I didn't seriously consider that at one point.*

"There's an appropriate size for savoring a dish, you know. I wouldn't expect someone of the Copper rank to understand," Plural remarked condescendingly.

The two men, in particular, seemed to suspect I was making some kind of fatal miscalculation. It was because of my background, of course. But they were mistaken. *My background is that of a commoner from another world.*

"No, this is perfect," I said.

I looked over the five small items, each different in shape and impression, and nodded once more. Then, I took a round plate from Mia. Today, this plate was the only thing I had prepared.

I began placing each person's bite-sized dish onto the white plate. As my hands moved, the stark white ceramic began to fill with color.

At the very front, I placed Belmini's jellied medley of five vegetables. The colors were subtle, but the red of the carrot, yellow of the paprika, green of the zucchini, and white of the turnip were all set within a perfect square. It served as both an appetizer and a salad.

To the back and left of that, I placed Roston's baguettes, three small, oval-shaped slices stacked on top of each other so they could be paired with various dishes. Of course, I staggered them to create a sense of height.

To the back and right was Rilka's fava bean stew. This I placed in a separate small cup on the plate. On top of the green soup, I drizzled a swirl of cream as an accent.

Finally, the main event. In the center, I arranged the roast beef like a blooming rose. At the heart of the red meat, I placed a small piece of fig with its sweetness toned down. The color of the meat instantly brought the entire plate into focus.

At the very back, I set a square of white cheese mousse. A fragrant tart base and a single raspberry as a final touch made the small dessert stand out.

It was fun to watch everyone lean further forward with each new color and shape I added to the plate.

"This is the signature dish for our food court. The One-Plate Lunch." I announced, presenting the collage of food completed on the white plate.

"It's beautiful," Rilka answered, her face rapt. The word probably slipped out unintentionally. The other members, who had been complaining just moments before, fell silent before the picture that had appeared on the plate. It wasn't denial or agreement, but a confusion about how to even process it. And for something new, where resistance is the default reaction, that response was practically a victory.

In modern industrial society, the principle for a long time was low-variety, high-volume production. Food was fundamentally the same. In fact, Belmini had already voiced her concerns about inventory management with just five types of vegetables. A system that would collapse if even one ingredient was missing was nothing but a risk in this world.

That was precisely why the direction of luxury here was toward being bigger and flashier. A thick steak, a whole cake, things that were certainly luxuries in my old world too. But on Earth, where food was so abundant that even commoners' obesity had become a problem, there was another kind of luxury.

In industrial terms, it was the completely opposite concept. High-variety, low-volume production. A paradigm born from a world overflowing with goods. That was what sparked this idea. *The fact that I didn't immediately think of a one-plate lunch from a restaurant in my old world just goes to show my deep-rooted commoner sensibilities.*

Even if they had never seen it before, they should understand. Presenting a small amount of many different things was a different kind of impact from sheer size. But it was, in its own way, an incredible luxury. The kind that would even appeal to the nobility.

"Wow, it's like a painting on a plate. I've never seen a dish like this before," Belmini said. It was the first time I'd heard her voice sound so full of energy. At her words, the large man's head snapped up.

"That's not all. This is a menu of sorts. Am I wrong, Vinder?"

Dalgan grabbed my shoulder. His grip was too strong, it hurt.

"A menu?"

"Look, on this plate, you've got each company's specialty, arranged in portions that leave you wanting just a little more."

"Oh, I see. So the customers who eat this can then order more of the food from the shop they liked."

*I thought he was just a jock, but he has a surprisingly good head for business. I guess that's what you'd expect from the heir to a Silver Company. Still, I wish he'd let go of my shoulder.*

That's right. This was an assortment of appetizers designed to stimulate the customers' appetites. More than that, it was an edible menu, made to guide them to each shop's main dishes.

"Vinder, you've really come up with something incredible," Belmini said admiringly.

"An edible painting, an edible menu... I'm not pleased that the main event, the dessert, is at the very back, but this..."

Plural still seemed dissatisfied. It probably wasn't the ideal form he envisioned. Still, I'd take it as a win that he wasn't completely rejecting it.

"But... The concept is amazing, I'll admit. It's beautiful and elegant, and it seems like it would be a hit with the young noble ladies, but..." Rilka's face clouded with anxiety again, the visual impact likely having worn off.

"You're right. Let's have a taste," I said, deciding to answer their doubts with a demonstration. Everything up to this point had been theoretical, all about appearances. But first and foremost, this had to be a dish. Everyone reached for their plates, eating a portion so small you could pick it up with a toothpick.

"...Each individual item is delicious, but it leaves you wanting more. Which is fine, since that's the point. But as a whole, the flavors are fighting each other," Dalgan noted.

"This is no good. The tastes are all over the place," Plural declared.

"You're right, this won't work," Belmini agreed.

Calm and collected opinions began to emerge before the plates, which were now only faintly smeared with sauce. That was actually a reassuring sign.

Back when I was in Japan, I once tried to create a course meal by arranging various side dishes from the supermarket on the dinner table. There was nothing luxurious about using half-priced items, but that aside, I learned a lesson. Simply lining up pre-made dishes doesn't make a course meal.

Of course, the items here were not pre-made sides. They were specialties made with each company's own products. That was precisely why their individual strengths were becoming a weakness.

"To be frank, the meat dish should be toned down a bit. It interferes with the delicate flavor of my mousse," Plural said.

"It's the other way around. Make your mousse's flavor stronger," Dalgan retorted.

"The vegetable dish and my soup overlap a little, don't they?" Rilka murmured.

"...Yeah. But..."

"I agree."

And that was exactly why they couldn't be easily adjusted. If I were to dismiss each of their signature dishes, this whole holding company would shatter as easily as dropping this plate.

I held my hand out to the male student who had only provided the baguette and thus hadn't been part of the conversation.

"Did you bring what I asked for?"

"It's not as sour as a lemon, and the aroma is a bit plain," he said.

I accepted a small, yellow fruit from him. *Frankly, I think it's amazing he procured something like this on such short notice. Roston, I haven't paid you much mind, but I'll have to remember you.*

Mia arranged another one-plate lunch on a fresh plate. I took the small, bumpy fruit and cut it in half with a knife. I squeezed a single drop of juice onto the jellied vegetables and the roast beef. On the soup and dessert, I sprinkled finely chopped zest. The amount was minuscule.

A nostalgic aroma reached my nose.

"What's that supposed to change?" Dalgan asked.

"Please, try it."

I'm no expert in cooking. My knowledge is just a smattering of things I picked up from cooking manga in my old world. *Incidentally, I was a fan of a ramen manga that had a bald food consultant.*

Everyone began to eat again. *Their clothes won't suddenly fly off or anything, right?*

"Huh? It all comes together so cleanly now. The scent isn't even that strong," Belmini said in surprise.

"The aroma is less punchy than a lemon's, yet it's so vivid. What is this...?" Plural wondered.

Four pairs of eyes turned to the quiet male student.

"It's a fruit called Yairu. Our company handles it in very small quantities."

In the language of my old world, it was yuzu. I had once used it as a subject for market research for a university assignment. This one seemed closer to the Japanese native hana-yuzu, with a mild aroma and flavor. Thanks to that, it added a sense of unity to all the dishes without overpowering them. I had found it by chance while looking for ingredients that were unknown here. At the time, I only made a small note of it, but I never thought it would come in so handy.

"I had no idea it was this versatile," Roston himself said.

"It's brought all the flavors together," Dalgan grunted.

"Normally, I would use lemon to complement my mousse. There's no doubt about that, but when you think of it as a single dish on one plate, tch."

"With this, we might be able to make it work with just a few small adjustments. No, it might even be fine just as it is," Rilka said, a smile returning to her face.

The attempt to create a sense of unity through aroma was a success.

Seeing the looks of astonishment on the members' faces, I let out a sigh of relief. I'll say it again, I was no expert when it came to cooking.

Now, the next problem was whether this would be appreciated not by the food specialists here, but by ordinary customers.
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			7: Second Half, The Tasting Session

			"The food itself is good. I’ll admit I was surprised. But no matter how beautiful and elegant it looks, selling something nobody has ever seen before is risky. We only have three days, you know."

"The unfamiliar aroma could even work against us. Especially if we’re targeting noble ladies. Customers are timid, after all."

Dalgan, a man of muscle layered with business sense, and Plural, who likely knew the target demographic best, were the first to snap back to reality. Their opinions were valid. And I didn't have the answers. So, I decided to test directly whether this dish would be accepted by our intended customers.

"That’s very true. That’s why I’ve invited some taste-testers today."

At my signal, Mia opened the laboratory door. Four female students entered. *Wait, four? That’s one more than planned.*

"I heard about this from Luiza-sama and insisted she bring me along."

"Maria-senpai."

The one who spoke so unapologetically was the younger Kenwell twin. Well, she was at the top of the commoner hierarchy. She would know plenty about noble clientele. It was impressive that her elegance and beauty held their own even among this group. And in certain departments, she was definitely raising the average.

"Claudia-sama." "A viscount’s daughter…" "P-P-Princess…" "…"

Blindsided by the sudden appearance, all the members except for Rilka froze. This was the perfect group for marketing to high-society young ladies.

After a round of praise for the collage on the plate, the beautiful girls began to move their knives and forks. It was incredible how there was almost no sound, despite metal touching ceramic. As a born-and-bred Japanese who used to slurp his soba noodles, it was a skill I could never imitate.

And now that they had finished eating, every one of them had a satisfied look on her face. *Looks like we’re in the clear.*

"Is this an appetizer? The colors are so beautiful. Even though it was just vegetables, the variety of textures and flavors made it absolutely delicious."

"I, I am ho-honored… Your Highness Highness."

Belmini managed to get her trembling tongue to work. She was even doubling up on the honorifics.

"This will not bring shame upon Her Highness."

"Thank you, Claudia-sama."

Dalgan bowed his large frame. What was with this reaction? The atmosphere was completely different from before.

"The smoothness is exquisite. You must be using very fine milk."

"I am honored, Luiza-sama."

Rilka replied, looking pleased, though she kept a formal expression, perhaps having grown somewhat accustomed to the situation.

"And this aroma is so refreshing. It pairs wonderfully with the mousse that melts on your tongue."

"…Yes."

Even the usually assertive Plural quietly accepted the praise. Praising the product from an independent supplier showed she was a senior who knew her stuff.

"I think we can pull this off. Sure, I’m still worried about the location and all, but…"

"Now it all depends on the food court’s interior design."

"…To receive a compliment from Her Royal Highness…"

"…"

The members were now completely motivated. Roston, however, really didn’t speak unless it was absolutely necessary. Well, a baguette is a baguette, so it was helpful that he didn’t try to inject some strange opinion into it. But I knew he had been listening intently to the evaluation of the yairu fruit’s aroma. The five of them had forgotten all about me and begun discussing improvements for their respective dishes. Plural was even suggesting an idea to use the sauce to add patterns to the plate. Come to think of it, the original version of this dish in my old world had that. I’d overlooked it. As expected of a professional.

Alfina and the others were busy answering the members’ questions. It seemed my part here was done. A good thing, too.

"Vinder-kun."

"How was it, Maria-senpai?"

The uninvited guest struck up a conversation. I responded with a smile.

"I was surprised enough by the food court concept, but the idea for this dish is brilliant as well. I was right to insist on coming along. And also…"

Maria glanced back at the VIP table she had just left.

"You have an incredible network. This is a matter I’ll have to report not only to Jan, but to Father as well."

"No, I didn’t create a single one of these dishes myself."

My self-preservation alarm blared. I frantically waved my hands to deny it.

"That’s a point in your favor, evaluation-wise. Hmm, this is hardly the work of a small company. Your subordinates appear quite talented, too. From Rilka, I’d only heard about that girl. She told me I should try to meet her at least once."

Maria looked toward Mia. *Does that mean she was trying to poach my secretary?* Well, anyone with eyes could see that Mia wasn’t the kind of talent a Copper-rank company could hold on to. Rilka probably thought it was for Mia’s own good. Come to think of it, she seemed to have been a lot harsher with me before.

*But I’m not letting her go.*

"Hey, I have a younger sister. How about you take her?"

*Now she’s offering me someone instead?! Why is this happening? Aren’t members of the upper class supposed to act a little more composed? First the Grand Duchess, now Maria. I wish they’d act the part a bit more.*

"No, no, I have no intention of becoming a subsidiary of Kenwell."

"Hmm. Even though she’s a beautiful girl who looks just like me."

Maria crossed her arms. Her fine curves were all the more emphasized without the aid of a push-up bra.

"I, I shall gratefully accept the sentiment behind your invitation to have us join you, Maria-senpai."

"What a shame."

The rumor that Kenwell wants to bring our company under its umbrella might be useful. Especially after the festival is over and that other matter is dealt with.

"By the way, could you tell me a little about how the rankings for the Shoken Festival are decided and about the special currency used during the event?"

I forcefully changed the topic. Maria narrowed her eyes. It was partly my way of saying I’d had enough of the previous subject, but it was also a genuinely serious question.

"You’re already in a difficult situation just preparing your stall. Yet you’re broadening your perspective to the entire system, even paying attention to potential problems that might arise."

It seemed she understood my intent. That’s what being prepared is all about. However, just as I told my members, I had no interest in the rankings. As long as the courtyard was reasonably bustling and the Vinder Company didn't end up in the red, I'd be fine with last place. In fact, my self-preservation would be in jeopardy if a mere Copper-rank company achieved some unusually high rank. As important as it was, a school festival stall wasn’t worth that kind of risk.

The real problem was the question that remained unanswered. The reason Calest, and possibly the Second Prince's faction, had acted so forcefully. That still lingered as an unsolved mystery.

◇◇

"Hmm, this is quite tasty."

After the members and taste-testers had left, I was paying Fulsy his second usage fee. Not for the one-plate lunch the sage was nibbling on as a snack with his drink, but for modifications to the magic-vein-detecting antenna. Seriously, don't drink and work. Come to think of it, I wondered if it was really true that people in Europe drank wine from noon.

"Please focus. I’m squeezing this in between several other jobs to work with you."

Still, as expected, he was quick to get to work. In Fulsy’s hands was a prototype made from off-the-shelf pottery. He said he was testing several kinds and would have one custom-made once he decided on a good size and shape. Custom pottery must be quite expensive. I wonder how much his pension from the state is.

"The Shoken Festival, eh. For me, it’s nothing but a noisy nuisance. But if this is on the menu, I might just stop by for a bite."

I think he gets forced to give public lectures as the Sage. For that alone, I could sympathize with him. Poor him, and poor students who had to listen to a lecture he had no interest in giving.

"Speaking of which, how does this special currency for the Shoken Festival work?"

I took out a silver coin. Its edge was lined with gold, making it look like a euro coin. To prevent shops from fudging their sales numbers, customers had to use these coins, which they exchanged for at the entrance. Apparently, there was a special mechanism to prevent counterfeiting. According to Maria, it involved some sort of magic.

"I’m not an expert on it, mind you. But you know the rings the female students wear here? It’s basically the same principle as those. I believe it originally started as a secret sign used by the Knight Order."

"Oh, you mean those personal safety alarms?"

"Personal safety alarms? So, you mean it can distinguish real from fake by incorporating a specific magical wavelength. Of course, the magic imbued in this coin is extremely faint."

"Huh. In that case, could you make something like this? Put a filter on the antenna so it can pick up a specific magical wavelength…"

I voiced an idea that had just occurred to me.

"Hoh, so you intend to use the festival to run an experiment. How interesting."

Whether he understood my intention or not, Fulsy laughed while stroking his beard. I might have just secured myself an insurance policy. Though I’d rather not find myself in a situation where I have to use it.

Next up is gathering intelligence on the Empire. My father probably won't be able to make it to the festival, so I’ll have Jacob use the invitation. He knows a lot about the Empire, the heartland of adventurers. He even used to be active over there.

Watching the sage, who had begun tinkering with the antenna with glee, I thought about the day of the festival. Getting that tough-looking guy into formalwear is going to be a real pain. Maybe I’ll make him and Remi pretend to be a married couple. They’ll both hate it, but it’s payback for all the times they’ve teased me.
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			Eight shadows stretched across the courtyard, illuminated by the slanting sunlight. They weren't monuments to the great mushroom faction victory, but the umbrellas of our food court. For the record, in my past life, I was firmly on Team Bamboo Shoot.

In a space that had been empty just three days ago, our food court was now complete. Looking at the school building, five tastefully decorated doors surrounded it. It was a little funny how the crests of each company were desperately trying to hide the fact that these rooms were formerly warehouses.

"We somehow made it in time."

The help we received from the members' companies was a huge part of getting this set up. As expected from what you might call mid-tier companies. The quality and preparation of the equipment were quite impressive. The sky-blue umbrellas, meant to differentiate us from the gazebos, the white tablecloths, and the gray floor coverings were all brand new.

This was a luxury made possible only by the six companies pooling their funds.

With this level of elegance, it might be more appropriate to call it the terrace of a high-end restaurant rather than a food court.

I went over to where the cooking assistants were gathered. At the center of the eight tables, a space was prepared to assemble the small dishes brought by each company into our one-plate lunch.

"This is the example. Make sure you follow it closely."

As Plural drew a thin stick coated in a pale yellow sauce across the plate, a pattern appeared, encircling the food.

The one-plate lunch I had devised was now completely transformed. The distinct colors and shapes of each dish stood out even more, yet their flavors were in harmony. For instance, the Plural Company's mousse, which was originally round, had been cut in two and arranged alternately. This was apparently to avoid clashing with the shape of the soup bowl.

Furthermore, the pattern made with the yuzu sauce elevated the dish's beauty by one, or even two, levels.

*It almost feels like this is out of my hands now.* In fact, when it comes to the actual practical work, they are far more reliable than I am. It's a stark reminder that I've been so engrossed in applying modern knowledge that I've put off honing my fundamental skills.

It's a bit pathetic, but as the manager of the food court, I appreciate being able to focus on the overall direction and ensuring our security.

"Jacob and Remi said they'll be here this afternoon."

"Is that so? Heh heh heh."

I chuckled, picturing the two of them.

"For a strategist, you have a mean streak, senpai. Do you have any idea how much trouble Remi and I went through to get them to agree to that outfit?"

"You're one to talk, Mia. You hid from Remi that she was part of the plan until after Jacob was already on board. The look on her face when she realized she'd been betrayed was priceless."

"Dividing and conquering is a basic tactic."

"That it is. Especially when the enemy is formidable."

I looked at the school building and the gazebos standing on either side of the courtyard. The large companies had used the wide spaces in the school building to create luxurious, spacious areas. In the gazebos, it seemed the nobles would be holding tea parties, with merchants attending to them to make sales.

Seeing the magnificent structures flanking us on both sides made our hard-won holding company castle look like a simple field encampment. After all, whatever was inside, the ground around us was still just dirt. Our only saving grace was the good weather.

Just a moment ago, I saw the Calest siblings through a window of the school building, pointing at the courtyard and laughing. *That's how it should be. Things won't work unless they let their guard down.*

"Morning, Vinder. Here, Mia, this is what you asked for."

"Thank you, this helps."

"Why do you need to know about accessory trends?"

"That's a trade secret."

"I wasn't asking you, Vinder."

"I'll tell you later."

"Oh come on, Mia, you too?"

"Senpai pretends to be a strategist, but he's terrible at keeping secrets, so I have to keep him in line."

What a harsh thing to say.

"Here they come."

"Looks like it."

Dalgan came to stand beside me. The gates opened, and a lavishly decorated carriage entered.

I felt myself flinch slightly under the weight of my responsibility. It's pathetic, especially since I've already lived to adulthood once, even if it was in a past life.

"Get fired up. We're gonna make this a roaring success and show Calest what we're made of."

He slapped me hard on the back. It's a good thing the team is so motivated. In fact, it was Dalgan who took the lead in setting up the food court.

"Honestly, I think the first day will be tough. You'd better not get discouraged either."

"Of course not."

I took another blow to the back. A critical hit. Well, the fact that we can have this kind of exchange is a big step forward.

The lavishly dressed guests who disembarked from the carriage were swallowed up by the temple-like school building. A few exceptions headed toward the gazebos. To them, the cluster of umbrellas in the courtyard probably looked like nothing more than a place to store luggage.

Consequently, there wasn't a single customer in our food court. To be precise, not a single legitimate customer.

"We're doing everything as planned, but still no one..."

"Only ten people so far. That's about right."

Belmini looked at me with a worried expression. Every time someone came to greet Alfina, one of our members would casually walk by, carrying a one-plate lunch. The ones eating were members, too. We were acting as our own shills. From the looks of it, we were drawing some interest, but we still had no orders.

Speaking of Alfina, she was sitting under a canopy brought from the Grand Duchess Bertold's estate, flanked by Claudia and Luiza. Just as planned, she was in a spot with a perfect view of all the shop doors.

I had also asked Alfina to never, under any circumstances, recommend the food court. This was partly because she doesn't have the personality for such subtle maneuvering, but also because it would be counterproductive for our target customers today. All she needed to do was draw a crowd.

People had just started coming to greet Alfina. It was sooner than I expected, and there were more of them, too. It was likely due to the influence of Hilda or someone similar, wanting to show off the Saintess in her pitiable state. Even so, it meant we were off to a decent start.

In marketing, they say early adopters, customers who have an eye for anything new, make up about 2.5 percent of the market. We need a certain number of people to even get started. It's not yet time to panic, statistically speaking, though I can't be sure if we're okay until the data starts coming in.

"Senpai."

Mia tugged on my sleeve. A middle-aged noble with a small mustache emerged from Alfina's receiving tent, his daughter with him. Mia's gaze was fixed on the necklace the daughter was wearing. In a society where floral designs were the mainstream, hers was an unusual bird motif.

Just as before, a one-plate lunch for a member was carried out. The daughter stopped in her tracks. Plural, who was supervising the service, was called over and asked what it was. And then...

"There's our first one."

Urged on by his daughter, the reluctant father headed to a table.

"I thought so before, but this plate is so beautiful it feels a shame to eat it."

"Indeed. A truly splendid presentation."

Hearing the father and daughter's voices, Plural grinned.

"And Father. The aroma is wonderful."

"Ah, I was hesitant at first, but it's interesting once you get used to it. Yes, this isn't bad at all."

Roston remained silent, but his fists were clenched tightly.

The response was excellent. The members who had been listening in let out audible sighs of relief. Rilka and Belmini even had their hands clasped together in prayer.

◇◇

The sun reached its zenith. The food court, where the umbrellas now cast perfect circles of shade, was starting to look respectable. The problem, however, was the category of customer. Of course, I wasn't talking about their titles or anything, nor were we at a stage to worry about the average spending per customer.

"How is it, Mia?"

"So far, it's going just as you hypothesized, senpai."

The tables were filling up, bit by bit. Compared to the morning when the place was deserted, a bit of brightness had returned to the members' faces. The customers were mainly nobles who had come to greet Alfina. However, it seemed some guests were now coming specifically for the food court, perhaps after they had finished looking at the school building and the gazebos.

Just as planned, most of the customers were women, with the men looking like they had been dragged along reluctantly. And yet, once they were seated, both seemed satisfied.

Oh, a male customer just ordered the roast beef by itself.

"Mmm, mmm. This is even more delicious than the one I had the other day."

Unrelated, but behind me, Fulsy was smacking his lips, holding what looked like a makeshift parabolic antenna. The mathematics teacher with him was now nodding with a serious expression.

The defining characteristic of the customers gathered here, regardless of age or gender, was a love for new things. It's true that nobles value tradition, and they can't afford to do anything rash when they carry the weight of their family's name. But for that very reason, they have a hunger for novelty. And for them, this is a festival. Even if they try something and it's a failure, it just becomes a funny story.

For us, though, it wouldn't end as a funny story.

"I thought you were insane, trying to do business out of huts and warehouses, but you're not doing too badly."

"Hee hee, that's right. You're putting up an unexpectedly good fight."

"Well, well, if it isn't my seniors. ...Haha, I'm learning a lot from you."

Looking down at the two occupied tables under our umbrellas, the Calest siblings were in high spirits. They'd come at a good time, so I was in a good mood too. I put on my most troubled expression to greet them.

"How about it? Would you care to try a plate?"

I said this while blocking their view of the dishes being carried to the tables. Of course, I was praying they would refuse.

"That's a shame, but we'll have to pass. We're very busy, you see."

"Haha, you'll have to try a little harder than this. We're having a hard enough time serving all our own customers."

For once, my prayers were answered. With this, any action they might try to take will be delayed. It looks like I'll only have to be on guard on the third day.

"We're off to a great start, Mia."

"Yes."

I said, looking at the numbers on the memo Mia handed me.

I entered the canopy, caught between Claudia's and Luiza's contrasting gazes, and sat down across from Alfina. Things seemed to have settled down here.

"I was so sure you would be selling French toast, Ricardo-kun."

"The Vinder Company is strictly behind the scenes this time."

I have no intention of bringing that out. Part of it is not wanting to stand out, but it's also a precious piece of knowledge from another world that I can reproduce here. I've already used a small trump card with the yuzu in this venture. I have to be strict about managing my inventory of ammunition, that is, my information.

"That French toast you mentioned... No, never mind."

"Shall I make some for you sometime, Clau? It's very delicious."

"Wh-Your Highness, cooking? What would you do if you burned yourself?"

Claudia glared at me. She probably thinks her precious master will be sullied by a commoner's food.

"In any case, please be careful. With the matter of the Empire, we must be vigilant."

"That's right, Alfina-sama. Especially after what happened last night."

The Empire. So there really is something going on. It's not normal for Claudia to be more wary of something than I am.

The bell rang, signaling the end of the first day's business hours. Alright, time to go check out the enemy's den.
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			Students were gathered in front of the student council office, an especially magnificent room in an already magnificent school building. With bloodshot eyes, they stared at the provisional ranking list posted outside the room. There were forty two entries in total. Among them, more than half, twenty two to be precise, were related to food and drink.

"It's just as I expected. Business is looking pretty grim."

Dalgan groaned as his eyes scanned down to the bottom of the list. The ranks of the Holdings members were all clustered at the very bottom. It was no surprise, since all six of our stalls had ended the first day in the red. Vinder was just two spots from last place. The only ones below us were two shops that looked like they had already gone under, squeezed between the lavish spaces of the major companies after overextending themselves to rent a stall.

"The school building was so busy I couldn't go see for myself. But it looks like you're doing your best, Alfina."

Hilda emerged from the room and glared imperiously at the commoner students, but her voice held a hint of frustration as she approached Alfina. It seemed her plan to isolate the so called saintess took priority over things like sales and profits.

"Yes, everyone in the food court has been working very hard."

Alfina responded calmly to the sarcasm-laced words, holding Clau back. She was perfect for moments like this. She didn't seem to have a care in the world.

"It's quite impressive that you managed to make a stall of that size appear in the courtyard. You're, um, Vinder, was it?"

Leonardo, the one in charge of these rankings, spoke to me. *I really wish he'd just forget my name.*

"We managed to pull it together somehow. We'll do our best not to betray the goodwill of the student council for giving us this chance."

I replied with the perfect attitude of a model underclassman.

"Let me give you some advice as your senior. You can only attract attention with novelty at the very beginning."

"It seems the Calests are in first place by a wide margin. Congratulations."

Ignoring the murderous glares from my fellow members, the Calest siblings called out to us.

"Yes, well, as the family of the next Food Guild Master, we can't afford to have an embarrassing rank."

Theodore's eyes shifted to the Kenwell siblings, who were a distant second. The decision on the next Guild Master was still a long way off. He was getting ahead of himself.

"Tomorrow, the second imperial prince, His Highness Dagobard, will be in attendance. We expect you to conduct yourselves in a manner that will not bring shame upon the students of the Royal Academy," Hilda concluded.

The commoner students bowed their heads to her and left the room. The Empire was a concern, but right now, my hands were full managing the Holdings and staying wary of our on campus enemies. For that other matter, I could only count on Jacob and the others.

◇◇

"Hold on, you want us to prepare twice the amount we did today?"

"It's true that the number of customers picked up in the afternoon, but we still haven't even broken even."

"If we have leftovers... ugh."

When I returned to the courtyard, I presented my proposal for the next day's preparations to the members. Of course, I was met with a collection of bewildered stares. I was telling them to increase their output while we were still in the red, so their reaction was natural.

"Let's at least hear him out. I mean, Vinder is technically the managing supervisor of the Holdings," Rilka said, defending me.

It was a little heartwarming that Dalgan and Plural didn't immediately reject the idea, and that Rilka no longer hesitated to side with me.

"Let me just confirm, you want to double only our portions for the One-Plate Lunch, right?"

"That's right," I said, nodding at Roston's question.

"Well, the customers who ate it gave it great reviews, but still. Hmm."

"Since each part is small, we can handle doubling the amount. With our company's resources, I mean."

"Sure, why not. It's not nice to say, but since we just serve soup, it's pretty easy for us."

"B-But, we have to hear your reasoning first."

I placed the tally sheets I had received from Mia in front of everyone.

"It's because the trend in customer types shows that the food court's reputation is snowballing."

Mia had been tallying the trends in the accessories worn by customers who ordered the One-Plate Lunch.

"With that few customers? And how do you even know what type of customer they are?"

"That's based on the accessory trends that Rilka and Mia checked."

I showed them a graph that recorded the number of customers wearing accessories with currently popular colors and designs, those with designs that were popular a short while ago, and those with unusual designs that showed no sign of becoming a trend.

"Also, the rumors are spreading faster than anticipated. Please look at the sales curve by the hour."

"By the hour? You're thinking about things in that much detail, Vinder?"

Though he sounded exasperated, Dalgan's eyes were glued to Mia's graph. It was the so-called Diffusion of Innovations theory. However, unlike modern Japan where everyone was constantly connected through social media, the speed of information distribution here was slow, and there was no mass media.

But Everett Rogers had published his theory in the early 1960s, an era without smartphones, let alone even basic feature phones. And this time, our market was very narrow. You could say noble society was like a small village that thrived on gossip.

It was impossible to predict exactly how these conflicting factors would clash, but I judged that the theory could still be applied.

"Segmenting customers by personality type. I've never heard of such an idea. Well, I understand the logic. There's a fixed number of customers who love novelty. Even among those stuffy nobles. And it's true that their praise can attract other customers. But we only have three days."

"I see a certain logic to it. But what happens overnight, for instance? And to suddenly double the amount..."

Their doubts were perfectly reasonable. But you could also say the competition was only three days long. The risk of extinguishing our momentum was greater than the risk of having leftovers. I was confident in the visual appeal of our food. Just having customers who heard the rumors see it on their way between the school building and the east gazebo should be effective.

"There is a risk. On the other hand, if we continue as we are, we'll likely avoid a deficit tomorrow. What will you do?"

I looked at the members. This decision had to be shared by everyone. And it was a manageable risk. I believed the people here would see it that way.

"The One-Plate Lunch is, in a way, the Holdings' menu. That means it's under your jurisdiction, Vinder-kun. I agree with your policy."

"If we're going to participate, we have to play to win, right?"

"If there's a chance of victory, we have to take it. Besides, doubling it isn't actually that large an amount."

"Worst case, we can just think of it as an advertising expense."

"R-Right... Okay, I'll do my best."

Everyone nodded. The risk of this increased production was now divided. The benefits of portioning things out didn't just apply to stocks. That is, only if everyone agrees. We had cleared that difficult condition with ease.

◇◇

"It's not quite what you predicted, but it's much better than yesterday."

Rilka said, looking at the seats that were now a little less than half full. Despite her sarcastic tone, her expression was one of relief.

"Sorry to make you worry."

"I-It's not like I was thinking it's a good thing you didn't fall flat on your face and get embarrassed or anything."

*That's not what I meant.*

"We've finally started selling things other than the plate lunches. And everyone might say this or that, but no one's really complaining."

With that, Rilka returned to her own stall.

"How's it looking, Mia?"

"Things are continuing to develop according to the hypothesis. However, the ratio is changing a bit faster than expected. I believe we've completely captured the early adopters."

"It's only the morning of the second day. If we end up breaking into the main volume zone today..."

The number of customers would jump at once. I hadn't considered the possibility that doubling our stock wouldn't be enough.

"It seems the quality of the One-Plate Lunch was too high. Its beauty is something you can see with your own eyes."

"I'll talk to Dalgan and Plural. We need to guide the customers who ate here yesterday to each company's individual dishes. That was the purpose of this menu from the start."

I headed over to my upperclassmen.

As the afternoon wore on, the flow of customers increased even more. The seats were about sixty percent full. From the outside, it probably just looked like we were finally presentable. But considering the rate of increase, it was astounding. Looking at Mia's analysis, there was a chance we had already entered the largest category, the early majority.

"Will we have enough plate lunches?"

"We've succeeded in guiding customers to the main dishes of each company. However, if your hypothesis is correct, we will definitely run out tomorrow. And we'll run out of seats before we run out of food."

Normally, physical limitations are the most difficult to solve. But that's where the advantage of the courtyard came in. We had all the space we could want.

"Add more seats?"

Rilka looked at me with a blank expression, but then her eyes widened as she saw the dining area nearing seventy percent capacity.

"I get it. I'll ask the other Kenwell affiliates besides my family's main company."

"Thanks. Dalgan-senpai, after we close up today, could you help me carry over the tables from the old head librarian's office?"

"You got it. I'll gather some strong guys."

The two of them responded without missing a beat.

Now I just had to watch out for any interference from the Calests. Zeldia had come by earlier, pretending it was a coincidence, and said with a slightly strained smile, "Good for you, it looks like you might actually break even." She seemed surprised that we were able to conduct business normally in the courtyard. If that was the case, she was still underestimating us.

But would she be just as complacent at the end of today?

*Occupy the seats with a 'reverse sakura'... they probably don't have the manpower for that, and they can only mobilize commoner students anyway. They wouldn't have the guts to linger when noble customers are waiting. Direct interference would be difficult, at least during opening hours...*

I ran through the possible sabotage schemes in my head. The target would naturally be our management company. If so, there were ways to deal with it. Since we weren't selling anything, we were mobile.

"It looks like the greetings for Fi—I mean, Alfina-sama have passed their peak. If we can hold out today, the real problem will be after hours. Do we have enough time for both security and expanding the food court? ...What's with that group!?"

An imposing group dressed in black was walking toward Alfina's tent. Five men, no, one of them was a woman, about the same age as the other students. They stuck out, creating the same jarring feeling as seeing a group in militaristic school uniforms dropped into a missionary school.

Then, Claudia and Ruiza came out of the tent. The two of them began a heated exchange with the group in black.

"Senpai."

"Yeah, I'll go check it out."

Honestly, I didn't want to get involved, but this was also part of my duty as the food court supervisor. I'd be a failure as a manager if I let them spoil the mood for our customers who were enjoying their meals.

"Show some respect to His Highness Dagobard," said a girl standing beside a man with a particularly fine attire. She had black hair tied in a side ponytail and sharp blue eyes.

The man, Dagobard, also had a defiant look, with the same black hair and blue eyes. Were they related? The other three men flanked Dagobard on his left, right, and rear. Two had red hair, one had brown. All five of them wore an emblem of three bundled swords on their chests.

It was the same as the Imperial flag. I see, these must be the students from the Empire they were talking about yesterday. Here to pay a courtesy call on Alfina, I suppose. But for that, the atmosphere was strange.

"Your greetings to Her Highness should have been concluded at yesterday's welcoming party."

"I was planning to ask her for a dance, but she slipped away. It left me with some regret. This is a precious opportunity. I wish to deepen the friendship between those who carry the weight of our nations. Do you intend to interfere?"

"Alfina-sama is a person of the holy see, she does not directly involve herself in matters of state. Furthermore, considering what happened twenty years ago. I believe this is for the good of both our nations."

While maintaining polite language, Claudia didn't back down an inch. I was genuinely impressed, remembering how she had once left her master's side on her family's orders.

"Clau. Ruiza."

Alfina emerged from the tent.

"Ah, Princess Alfina."

The man's eyes took on a gleam like a bird of prey spotting its quarry.

"I hear you foresaw a monster flood and saved your kingdom. The Empire has long been plagued by the harm of monsters. I would very much like to hear the story of that time."

"The matter of the prophecy is a state secret. Given your position as a state guest, is that not a topic you should refrain from?"

"Besides, Alfina-sama is very busy with her duties as an officer of the Shoken Festival."

Ruiza stepped forward after Claudia.

"That's strange. I heard from Duchess Hilda that she was assigned a role with a light workload," the attendant girl said. But Ruiza gestured with an open palm toward the food court.

"No, as you can see, it is quite bustling. What's more, this is the first time a mock shop has been set up in the courtyard, and there are mountains of issues that require Alfina-sama's approval. For the enjoyment of everyone, including Your Highness who has come all the way from the Empire, we ask for your understanding."

The black haired girl flinched slightly at Ruiza's words. *This is my chance.*

"M-m-m-my sincerest apologies!"

I stepped forward, putting on an act of being utterly overwhelmed by the important people. It was an act I had gotten good at over the last six months. "Why am I here?" "I drew the short straw, what do I do?" Or maybe it wasn't an act. Seeing an Imperial prince up close was incredibly intimidating.

He was a head taller than me, with a solid frame. Even through his clothes, I could see his muscular build. He looked less like a prince and more like a gladiator from a movie.

"Alfina-sama. Um... the stall owners, they're having some trouble. If it's possible, we were hoping the princess might be able to mediate... umm."

I spoke while shooting a frightened glance at the dark prince. He looked at me as if I were an insect. Actually, it wasn't just the prince. The other four were basically the same. And their target wasn't just me. They seemed to look down on Alfina, Claudia, Ruiza, and all the academy students who had started to gather around us.

*Didn't the Empire come to the Kingdom to ask for food aid because of the severe damage from monsters?*

"That cannot be ignored. Vinder, you will escort the princess."

I heard words I couldn't believe from Claudia, who had planted herself in front of the prince as he tried to force his way forward. But before I could ask her to repeat herself, I felt the group in black become menacing.

I instinctively took Alfina's hand.

From the corner of my eye, I barely managed to signal Jacob and Remi, who were on standby. Without looking back, I pulled Alfina's hand and ran.
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			"Let's wait here for a while."

I spoke to Alfina in the library, a place I hadn't visited in some time. Realizing I was still gripping her hand tightly, I hastily let go.

"My, my apologies."

"It's quite alright. I feel safe when you're the one leading me by the hand, Ricardo-kun."

The girl, illuminated by the light from the clerestory window, reminded me of when we met here half a year ago. The warmth lingering in my palm stirred memories of our dance. I had shared many experiences with her, yet her breathtaking beauty still managed to surprise me.

"...I wonder if Clau and the others are all right."

Alfina's worried murmur reminded me of Claudia's words before we left the tent. It must be a serious situation for that knight to entrust her precious princess to me. Honestly, I couldn't imagine what it could be.

"May I ask what happened?"

Alfina told me about the royal palace's welcoming party for the imperial envoy. Apparently, the prince had approached Alfina as she was trying to leave early on the king's orders and had forcefully tried to take her hand for a dance. Claudia had stopped him then, too.

Immediately after that, a report came that a premonition had appeared in the crystal, and Alfina returned to the sanctuary.

"That's not just unforgivable, that's incredibly aggressive."

The story was extremely unpleasant. ...*No, I need to think calmly. It's certainly aggressive, unpleasant, and infuriating. But Claudia and Luitza's reactions earlier seemed excessive. The dance aside, in a situation like today's, it would be more natural to let them talk a little and smooth things over.*

After all, we were dealing with a potential international incident.

"It's related to what happened twenty years ago. ...One of the causes of that rebellion was the Empire instigating my grandfather."

Alfina's face clouded over. So the rebellion from twenty years ago was involved again. Given the Fellbach duchy's location, imperial interference was certainly plausible. I see, so they were two people the king would rather not see together. That at least explained the actions of Claudia and her team.

Any contact with the imperial royalty, regardless of its content, would invite unnecessary suspicion toward Alfina *within the kingdom*.

"However, the prince seemed more interested in the prophetic crystal than in me."

*This princess is so unaware of her own beauty that I can't possibly take her at her word. Still, the prince did mention the monster flood. Could it be more than just a pretext? Damn, I have far too little information. I wonder if Jacob and the others will manage their investigation well.*

Once I have the information, he'll be my top priority for surveillance. My intelligence team is already stretched thin, so I'll need to start by increasing its numbers. I'll need information on the Empire for the future anyway.

"I understand. The only question now is how long we should stay here... Claudia-dono might have an idea we're in this location."

It was the memorable place where she'd held a sword to my throat, after all. In a way, it was the moment my self preservation was in the greatest danger. But I'd let it slide in light of her bravery today.

Alfina was fidgeting, clasping the hand I had been holding.

"I, is it true that you prefer women like Clau, Ricardo-kun?"

"...Pardon?"

"We've grown closer now. But in the beginning, whenever I approached you, you looked so troubled... Conversely, when Clau appeared, you seemed relieved..."

*Ah, I know exactly what she's talking about. This is awkward, it's hard to deny.*

"My aunt asked for your opinion as well, Ricardo-kun, on whether to have Clau return as my attendant. I heard that you were actually in favor of it. I am grateful for that. But Clau's attitude toward you was so terribly rude. It's just been bothering me a little."

"I, it is true that Her Grace the Grand Duchess asked me about that, but it was in writing. I simply thought it best if you had someone you trusted by your side. Besides, she was magnificent just now, standing her ground against the imperial prince without flinching..."

I waved my hands dismissively. Thinking about it, our roles were reversed. It should have been me saying, "Don't worry about me. Take Alfina-sama and run." Not that I could, of course.

As I fell silent, belatedly questioning my own position, Alfina's face clouded over.

"I'm sorry. I've said something strange at a time like this. I just wanted to ask once. Not just about Clau, but because my being near you causes you nothing but trouble, Ricardo-kun. It really is a burden for you, isn't it..."

Alfina looked down. Her silky, silver blue hair cascaded down, stroking her cheek.

The faint sounds of the commotion outside filtered through the walls. I was acutely aware that we were alone in this quiet space.

How should I answer? No, what kind of stance should I take with this girl? I was only now realizing that the answer wasn't simple.

At first, I saw her as nothing more than an inhabitant of a different world. Royalty could decide the fate of a commoner on a whim. Whether it benefited me or harmed me, I judged the sheer scale of that fluctuation to be an unmanageable risk. She was the runaway number one threat to my self preservation.

Needless to say, the situation had changed. Just a moment ago, I didn't hesitate at all to take her hand. The incident in Leylia Village and my relationship with the Grand Duchess didn't even cross my mind.

But in the first place, it was fundamentally impossible for someone like me to be by her side. It wasn't about social status. It was because we were from different worlds. That was something I could never tell her.

My memories of my previous world went up to age twenty three, and I regained them here between the ages of five and six. A decade had passed even since then. I had been desperate to adapt to this new world. My physical age does influence me at times. But when I think about it, my original age would be over thirty, at the youngest.

And she is sixteen. I feel a certain guilt toward her that I don't really feel with others. Is it because she's such a pure and defenseless girl?

She's too close in age to be a daughter, not that I have any real sense of what having a daughter would be like. The age gap is more like that of a niece.

...*A niece, huh. That doesn't sound like a bad setup. If I had a niece like her, I'd dote on her endlessly. Even a coward like me would try to protect her if I knew she was in danger. I am a guardian, under the guise of being a relative.*

Of course, this would only be my stance within my own heart, but with that, perhaps it wouldn't be so strange for me to be by her side.

If I think of it as escorting my niece for her social debut, then that dance wasn't so strange either.

"Ah..."

*This girl is my niece, my cute niece.*

Before I knew it, my hand was touching her silky, silver blue hair. I then moved my hand slowly, patting her head.

"Um, that is... Ricardo-kun."

"Eh!? Whoa, my, my sincerest apologies!"

I realized I was doing something far more unthinkable than anything that imperial prince had done. But Alfina, blushing, looked up at me.

"You don't have to apologize. Um, you were telling me that you aren't avoiding me, right? That made me happy."

The girl smiled like a flower. If my heart hadn't been set on this uncle stance, that would have been dangerous.

"I knew you'd be here."

A sharp, dignified voice echoed through the library.

"C, Clau. Are you alright?"

"There is no need for concern. Fortunately, the Third Prince arrived shortly after and took charge of the imperial prince..."

"I see. Prince Craig."

It seemed the trouble had subsided. That was close. If Claudia had appeared just a little sooner, I might have been on the receiving end of a drawn blade this time.

"I was truly impressed, Claudia-dono, standing your ground against the prince."

"I have simply resolved never to abandon my duty again. And do not get too carried away, Ricardo Vinder."

I yielded the spot next to Alfina to Claudia. It's fine, I won't get carried away. She's my cute niece, after all.

◇◇

The second day ended, though not exactly without a hitch. We had come to see the rankings board.

"Hmph, my shop's the best among the Holdings," Plural said boastfully.

The other members had also climbed into good positions. Partly due to the cheap land rent, they were hovering around 10th place out of 22 shops. Considering this was the cumulative total since yesterday, it was an outstanding performance.

Thanks to this, Vinder's rank, which was only receiving dividends, had also risen considerably.

"The gap between Calest and Kenwell has closed quite a bit," I said, looking at the top of the list.

"Serves them right, doesn't it?" said Dalgan, who had been snapping at the prideful Plural before being stopped by Belmini.

"You think they'll make a move?"

"Their main enemy is Kenwell, but it's a possibility."

Tonight was likely the most dangerous. However, the Vinder Company had no physical commercial presence. Inside the tent we had set up as a token gesture, there were only a few jars of honey. It was a dummy. Given honey's true value, they might think we were holding back our trump card.

It pained me to use our precious product as a decoy, but if they fell for it, the Holdings would be protected.

Rilka returned from her discussion with Kenwell. Roston was with her.

"I've made the arrangements."

"It just so happens a shop I know had some free hands. I managed to grab some people who wanted to see how we do things here in person."

With this, we could secure double the space for tomorrow. The reliability of my fellow members was off the charts. To be honest, I wanted to punch myself for thinking even one company might betray us.

We could now handle the influx of the early majority. We'd be overwhelmed if the late majority arrived, though.

Those students in their black uniforms hadn't come near us since that incident. It seemed the Third Prince had handled things well.

◇◇

"Young master."

"Please, stop calling me that, Jacob."

"Young Master."

"Alright, I get it, you're mad that I forced you into that outfit. So?"

"It's about what happened this afternoon."

"That damn prince... Did you find out anything about the Empire?"

Jacob's expression instantly turned professional.

"Two things were strange. First, the students surrounding the prince. They're adventurers. To be precise, they're people who have learned to move like adventurers."

"They're the prince's attendants, which means they're the children of imperial bigwigs, right? I'd expect them to be trained as guards, but..."

"Moving like an adventurer means you're used to fighting monsters, not people. It wouldn't be that strange for a regular imperial soldier, but..."

"I heard that in the Empire, people live in the spaces between the magic veins. Does that mean even the top brass and their entourage fight monsters?"

"The Emperor over there is more of a coordinator for the various tribes separated by the magic veins. The imperial capital is surrounded by the territories of each tribe, so it should have the least amount of trouble from monsters."

Did that mean even the safest region was facing a monster offensive of a scale that couldn't be ignored? Combined with the magic vein fluctuation that was supposed to be impossible in the kingdom, could a large scale shift in the flow of magic be occurring?

*Please, no. This could be a global crisis. I can't handle self preservation on a planetary level.*

"But from what I saw of them, I didn't get any sense of that kind of crisis."

I hadn't detected a shred of such urgency from that prince, or any of the five of them. Were they just being swept along by their leader's arrogant personality?

"What's the other thing?"

"When the lady knight blocked his path, the prince's guards didn't reach for their waists, but for the hems of their jackets. Both of the men guarding his flanks did."

Come to think of it, while the weather here is far more pleasant than in Japan, that uniform must have been hot.

"They weren't about to attack with their bare hands. In that case..."

"If it was a habitual combat motion, it might be related to magic."

"At that range? I thought magic wasn't very useful in interpersonal combat."

The only time I'd seen it in practice was during Fulsy's experiments, but magic wasn't easy to use. It required a magic crystal, and you had to charge magic tools like swords and armor specifically made for it. It was supposedly even more cumbersome than a matchlock rifle. Even with modern firearms, a knife can win at close range.

"That's about all we noticed. We also discreetly monitored what kind of shops they were interested in, but there was nothing unusual."

"Got it. Continue to prioritize the Empire tomorrow."

"Understood, young master."

"They say the imperial delegation is leaving in the morning. Once your work is done, you can go on a date with Remi for all I care."

"Weren't you the one on a date, Young Master? Wasn't that the young lady who came with you to Leylia Village? The princess. This is going to give the older master a stomach ulcer."

"It's fine. She and I aren't like that."

"Oh? If that's true, it'll ease some of Mia's worries. If it's true, that is."

"...More importantly, have you found any promising new personnel?"

"Yeah, but are you sure about this? People who are skilled and can be trusted with at least as much as you pay them don't come cheap."

"It'll probably work out. Once the results from the Holdings are in, negotiations between my old man and the Grand Duchess should pick up steam."

First, we had to get through tomorrow. After that, I would hire more people to support Jacob and the others.

Good grief, the list of things I need information on just keeps growing.
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			On the final day, I went to check my tent first thing in the morning, only to be let down by how unchanged it was from the night before. The scratch on the honey jar, the one Alfina made on the first day of her field trip, was at the same angle, and the piece of lint I had tucked into the lid hadn't moved.

"No signs of sabotage, huh. Hmm, I was so sure they’d try something last night."

Gara gara, gashaan!

"What are you doing. W, wait..."

Just as I stepped out of the tent, the sound of something collapsing and Plural’s strained voice reached me from the direction of the school building.

"What’s wrong, Plural?"

"What is this. The shipment’s a total mess."

I rushed over to the school building. The members of our group were gathered in front of Plural’s door. There, I saw three crushed boxes.

"I had just received today’s fruit delivery. Right after, some supplier I’ve never seen before bumped into me."

Plural spoke with frustration. In his arms, he clutched the only remaining box. His elbow was scraped. He must have protected that one box.

"Sorry. I lost him," Jacob said.

It was the time of day when every stall was having its ingredients delivered. All sorts of suppliers were coming and going throughout the academy grounds. It was possible it was an accident. But if it were, they wouldn't have run off. This was sabotage.

"Why Plural...?"

"Among the mid-tier companies, we’re the ones who directly compete with Calest. I was on guard, but I let it slip."

"Ah!"

I remembered the information I heard from Rilka, about Hilda being fond of Calest’s sweets. If they couldn't make a direct move on Kenwell, who was in second place, then the most effective target for sabotage was...

It was a conclusion I should have reached easily. It was my mistake for assuming I was the target.

A sweet aroma and fruit juice seeped into the ground from the crushed boxes.

"So only one box is left. Getting more fruit now is..." Dalgan said bitterly. Perishable goods like these had a very limited supply.

"At this rate, the one-plate lunch is..." Belmini said while helping to clear away the boxes.

We wouldn't be able to make the dessert that was meant to be the grand finale. The damage to the entire Holdings was serious. Damn it. I’m so sick of my own carelessness. *And I'm supposed to be in charge of security.*

I struck my brow with a clenched fist. Dalgan and Rilka’s faces fell.

"Hmph. What’s with the long faces?"

Plural shook the one remaining box he held. Come to think of it, why did he focus on protecting just one box? With a defiant smile, Plural opened it. Inside, it was packed with small, red berries.

"I made sure to fulfill my duty to the Holdings."

"Hah, that’s not like you, damn it," Jacob grumbled.

"Plural-senpai..."

Damn, what is this feeling.

"Senpai. I know this might not be your usual style, but I have a proposal. Rilka, Roston-senpai, I’d like you to listen, too."

I called out to Plural and the others gathered around him.

"Young master. The only thing we can do with the crushed fruit is turn it into a sauce."

I took Rilka and Roston with me into Plural’s kitchen. A bear of a man dressed as a chef was stirring a pot.

"If we pair the mousse with a mixed fruit sauce, we can at least make a product to serve... Though it lacks the color our shop is known for," Plural said, already thinking of a recovery plan for his own stall. I had to do my part, too.

"So, what’s this proposal of yours...?"

"Yes, I have a special recipe."

I received eggs and milk from Rilka and bread from Roston, then presented them.

"This is..."

"To think such simple ingredients could produce such a powerful flavor."

Plural and his head chef were speechless, their mouths still full of the golden baguette. Incidentally, even though this was their first time making it, it was more delicious than when I made it. As expected of professionals. The subtle differences in ingredient amounts and baking time must have made all the difference.

"However, it does lack a certain sense of luxury..."

"Then how about pouring this on top?"

"Well now, that’s a high-class item you’ve brought out."

I presented a jar bearing our company’s mark. The head chef dipped the tip of a wooden spatula into the jar and tasted it.

"For honey, it has a very clean aroma. It’s easy to use in confectioneries. I see, this is wonderful."

"...It’s not our usual style, but for something to eat after the delicate one-plate lunch, this powerful sweetness and richness could work," Plural said with a nod. All right, our secret weapon for the final day was complete. We wouldn’t let them get their way.

"Amazing! Look, the nobles are forming a line. That’s unheard of," Rilka said, looking at the customers waiting in the covered walkway.

The food court, which had been expanded to double its seating capacity, was completely full. It was drawing in people from the school buildings on either side and the eastern gazebo. There were even customers sitting at the lab tables we’d simply covered with tablecloths. The sunlight was strong, but unlike in Japan, the low humidity was a saving grace.

"That guy from Calest was looking pretty pale," Jacob commented.

"At this rate, I’m looking forward to the rankings. But, are you sure about this? Giving away such a valuable recipe..." Plural said.

"It’s my duty as the one responsible for managing the Holdings, Plural-senpai."

"And that honey, at that price, you’re practically giving it away for free."

"That’s our proper price. After all, it is our Copper honey."

"Is that true. The prized aroma of honey can be difficult to work with depending on the type of sweet. But your honey doesn’t have that strong character. Would it be possible for us to procure it in the future?"

"Our plans for increased production will start after this, so it should probably be fine. I’ll speak to my father about it. But for now..."

"Ah, this rush. Haha, it’s like we’re the center of the festival, isn’t it?"

Plural and I shared a grin before heading off in separate directions.

On the final day, business hours ended an hour early. The members of our group were propped up against the parasols for support. Towards the end, Mia and I were also drafted to serve customers, but our exhaustion was nothing compared to theirs.

And besides, our work wasn't done yet.

After hearing the experiment results from Fulsy, I headed to the Kenwell tent. By cross-referencing the coin counts from Vinder, which had the lowest, Rilka's shop, which was in the middle of the Holdings participants, and Kenwell, which had been in second place until yesterday, I could determine the accuracy of the experiment.

"I saw what you did at the end. Making nobles line up like that is almost unthinkable," Jean said.

"We were saved thanks to the seats and tables you were able to arrange for us," I replied, thanking Jean and Maria.

"We’re charging you a leasing fee for them, you know. ...So, about this experiment of yours. Mind telling me its purpose?" Jean asked, lowering his voice.

"It’s insurance. I was hoping we wouldn't have to use it. Until this morning, that is," I said, trying to remain calm.

Not only did Calest's sabotage fail, but they ended up stirring a hornet's nest. With rumors of a one-plate lunch and an unprecedented new dessert spreading, it seemed our courtyard had drawn away a good number of their customers. If they were to admit defeat gracefully, all would be well. But if not...

After returning from Kenwell’s, I met up with the other members and headed for the student council room. Everyone was buzzing in front of the posted ranking board.

"Among the independents, we’re pretty much all at the top," Dalgan said.

"This is a result of our skills. It’s nothing to make a fuss about," Plural replied.

Incidentally, Vinder was in the bottom third or so. We only got this far thanks to the recipe fee that Plural insisted on providing and the dividends from the food court. The glares from the Silver members who ranked below our Copper company are terrifying. You don't need to worry, I'll make sure your honor is preserved. You can trust in my desire for self-preservation.

"My company, Belmini’s, and Roston’s all did much better than last year. Vinder, if you hadn't insisted that the profits from the one-plate lunch be split only among the shops that provided the food, you would have ranked much higher," Rilka said.

"It's fine. I don't care about rankings."

Tonight, Luitza would probably report the value of the stock system to the Grand Duchess. For Vinder, the most important objective was all but achieved. The experience of gathering and managing different companies was also invaluable for the future establishment of a trading firm.

"You... Oh, fine. More importantly, what do you think about that?"

The fraud I had been most wary of didn't happen. At least, not to us.

"With that much momentum, Kenwell should have definitely overtaken Calest," Rilka insisted.

Revenue is calculated after deducting the location fee. Calest, having overbid for their spot, should have been struggling in that regard. What's more, the twins told me that by the afternoon of the final day, Calest's large tent had a noticeable number of empty seats, all thanks to our food court.

And yet, at the very top of the list, Calest remained, unchanged from yesterday. I went over to Jean and Maria.

"By our calculations, we should have surpassed them by twenty percent," Jean said.

"Is it decided?" I asked.

"It seems so. The rankings are the student council’s job. The one in charge is..."

Followed by three noble students, Leonardo, the Prime Minister's second son, entered the student council room. Then, the participants were called inside. I exchanged a look with Jean and entered.

Time for the final battle. If I fail to collect the payment for that ruined fruit, I'll have failed as the head of the Holdings.
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			Long tables had been arranged in a square within the Student Council room. The forty or so participating companies took their seats, along with Leonardo and the other four officers of the Student Council.

After everyone was seated, Alfina and Hilda entered.

"To think you could liven up that empty courtyard so much. You've done a remarkable job, Alfina-san."

"It's only thanks to you entrusting me with such a wonderful space, Hilda-senpai."

Alfina nodded humbly. Hilda responded with a strained smile. *She accidentally called her Alfina-san.*

"W-well, yes. It seems the Student Council will be in good hands even after I graduate."

The once-empty courtyard had given birth to new trends like the one-plate lunch and French toast. It was like the very epicenter of fashion. In the latter half of the afternoon, it had become the most bustling of the three sections. The Student Council President's expectations must have been thoroughly dashed.

"Now then, this year's Shoken Festival was a great success. First..."

Leonardo began his summary of the overall numbers with some inoffensive platitudes. Apparently, the extravagant rules that pushed out the mid-tier companies and the self-staged crisis of making the small rooms available by lottery were all to the Student Council's credit.

"I was quite surprised by you, Vinder-kun, for managing the so-called food court. All the more so considering you are a Copper member. You've surpassed a number of Silver companies to place thirtieth."

*Well now, that's a surprisingly fair assessment. But he shouldn't underestimate me. A self-preservationist like me is wary of everything others say, whether it's praise or criticism.*

*Is that just a distrust of people? No, in this situation, with Brother Calest smirking like that, it's more like a firm conviction in my distrust.*

"However, there are a few issues with your methods..."

As Leonardo continued, Theodore shifted in his seat from the corner of my eye.

"Please wait. I have an objection regarding the current rankings."

"...What do you mean by that?"

Leonardo's voice lowered. Calest, who had been about to stand, sat back down. The ones stirring restlessly were likely the companies with ambiguous rankings, those just slightly above Vinder. They must think I'm about to say something like, "Considering the handicap I overcame, I should be ranked even higher."

Don't worry, I was never competing with you lot in the first place.

"Vinder, who was permitted to participate through the kindness of President Hilda and Leonardo-senpai, was exempted from the location fee, unlike the other companies. Furthermore, Vinder sold nothing during this festival. Our revenue was generated by the mock shops that utilized the food court. In a way, it's as if we skimmed from the earnings of Dalgan-senpai and the others. I cannot possibly boast of a rank so far above my station. Therefore, I believe it is appropriate for Vinder to be excluded from this year's rankings. For me, simply having been allowed this valuable experience is more than enough."

"W-well, that's a very admirable sentiment."

Leonardo's cheek twitched, likely because I had preempted what he was about to say.

In contrast, the Silver companies I had surpassed breathed a collective sigh of relief. The "official" results of the Shoken Festival would be announced to the entire student body after the summer break. The thought of being constantly pointed at for losing to a Copper member must have been terrifying. I have no time to deal with their jealousy either.

Besides, I need to get the neutral students on my side for what I'm about to do.

"In that sense, the mock shops that made use of the courtyard deserve an even higher evaluation, ha ha."

I saw Zeldia's face twist in frustration. He was probably planning to criticize our business model and, by extension, find fault with all the members of our holdings group.

"Indeed. No matter how hard you worked, being carried by the other companies can hardly be considered competing under the same conditions. It is a shame, but let us confine our praise for Vinder's efforts to this room."

Hilda said. There was no way that woman would want a friend of Alfina's, a mere Copper member who outperformed Silver companies, to become famous.

"V-very well. We shall look forward to Vinder's performance next year and exclude them from the official results."

Leonardo followed her lead. *This man really is weak when things go off-script.*

"And so, this year's first place in the Shoken Festival goes to Calest..."

"Please wait. I have some doubts regarding Calest's reported earnings."

Just as a relieved Leonardo tried to finalize the results, Jean raised his hand. Leonardo's glasses twitched.

As the proprietor of the shop next to Calest's, Jean explained the state of their customer traffic on the final day. When he mentioned a twenty percent decrease compared to the previous day, a murmur went through the participants. Though Calest had the Student Council's backing, there were many companies who bore them a grudge after this incident.

"I'll have you stop this slander. To try and overturn the fact that you were left in our dust with such baseless claims, you should be ashamed of yourself," Theodore roared. It almost sounded like he was trying to encourage Leonardo, who was sweating now that his plan had been derailed.

"Y-yes, that's right. You cannot make accusations of accounting fraud without concrete evidence. Can you present clear proof, not just subjective impressions like customer traffic?" Leonardo said, wiping his brow. He must have realized that no such proof could possibly exist. The final sales figures, the total number of coins that circulated during the festival, were known only to the Student Council who collected them from each company. And the Student Council, composed of noble students, was supposed to be neutral (ha).

Moreover, the person in charge was Leonardo, the prime minister's second son. He believed it was impossible for anyone to doubt him. And he was right. We commoner students couldn't, and even the teachers would likely hesitate. At least, from a conventional angle.

"Pardon me, may I come in for a moment?"

With a rattling sound, the door opened. Everyone's eyes turned to the entrance. An old man walked in. It was a surreal sight, an antenna in one hand and a bundle of papers in the other.

"Why, if it isn't the Sage. What brings you here? Ah, that's right. I must thank you for the special lecture hosted by the Student Council."

Hilda said. The lecture that Fulsy had been grumbling about was apparently her idea. It seemed she wanted to emphasize that Fulsy, not the Saintess, was the academy's greatest contributor to monster extermination.

"Well, I just wanted to come and check the results of a little experiment."

"An experiment? What do you mean, check the results?" Leonardo asked, voicing the confusion of the other students. One unexpected thing after another. I know how painful that is. I was never good at it either. That's how I developed the habit of obsessively gathering information.

"Actually, I've been improving my measuring device for more accurate predictions of monster floods. I was running a trial test during the festival."

"Oh, that's wonderful! After all, your measurements were the primary reason we were able to avert the recent national crisis. It would be an honor to be of assistance. How may we help?" Hilda nodded.

"It's simple. I'd just like to know the amount of coins each location took in."

"The amount of coins? Of course. We have tallied them up to determine the rankings. Leonardo, show them to him at once."

Fulsy said. Hilda looked on, puzzled. *So she's not involved in this fraud.*

*She really is just a figurehead. And she's completely unaware of it. In that case, the connection between Hilda and Leonardo is shallower than I thought. And between Leonardo and Calest, there is still the gap between a noble and a commoner.*

*This structure might be easier to dismantle than I expected.*

"Wha!"

"N-no way."

As expected, it was Leonardo who turned pale. He nearly dropped his glasses. The Calest siblings also looked on in disbelief.

"Hmm, this is strange. The number of coins from classroom two is clearly lower than what the magical energy readings would suggest. The others are just as I predicted," Fulsy stated. Classroom two was, of course, Kenwell's location.

"Let's see, I'll have to check the actual physical number of coins."

"B-but that..."

"Ah, don't mind me. This is still a prototype. I know there's a chance it's mistaken. That's precisely why I came to check in person," Fulsy said with a smile. Leonardo didn't even have the composure to adjust his glasses.

Three safe-like boxes were opened. They contained the earnings of Calest and two randomly selected companies. First, the coins from the two uninvolved companies were counted. The totals matched the Sage's predictions with only a slight margin of error. Gasps of admiration filled the conference room. And then, of course...

"Hmm, the number of coins from classroom two also matches my measurement results. There's a mistake in your reported figures. There's a twenty percent difference."

At the mention of twenty percent, all eyes in the room instantly focused on Calest.

"What is the meaning of this, Leonardo?" Hilda glared at her subordinate.

"No, th-this is... yes, Calest must have made a mistake in their report!"

"Leonardo-sama!" "How could you!"

The two Calests cried out as if they had been stabbed, utterly cast aside. That bill for Plural's fruit just got very expensive.

"Then, we will correct the mistake and create a new ranking..." Leonardo said. Calest would not only be overtaken by Kenwell, but would fall to third place. But there was no way I was letting them off that easily.

"Leonardo-sama. If I may speak from the standpoint of a merchant house, if we allow such fraud to be forgiven so lightly, it will affect the very credibility of the Shoken Festival itself."

Many of the participants nodded in agreement with Jean's words. They were practically seething. There were companies here from outside the Food Guild, and the independent ones were less susceptible to Calest's influence. Above all, there was no way their methods hadn't bred resentment. Calest had no allies here.

Hilda feigned ignorance. Leonardo's eyes darted left and right as he desperately searched for an excuse. It was obvious he was an accomplice, but no matter how much we pressed him, we couldn't bring him down on this charge. It would be a different story if we had proof he'd received money from Calest, but that was impossible. In fact, that was probably not how it happened anyway.

"Leonardo-senpai is a member of a ducal house. Perhaps he is simply unfamiliar with the ways of merchants. It is understandable that he would overlook a mistake in the ledgers presented to him by a merchant house."

"Y-yes, that's right!" Leonardo jumped at the lifeline Jean had thrown him.

"In that case, how about this? To determine how this fraud was committed, we could scrutinize Calest's books right here. Having their peers review them would also serve as a deterrent for the future."

"I see, you propose that the merchant houses solve this amongst themselves. That's an excellent idea."

Leonardo agreed without a second thought. This way, the problem was confined to the commoners. No matter what happened, he would be able to escape.

"Wait a moment. These may be for the Shoken Festival, but to show our ledgers to another company, and to Kenwell of all people..."

Theodore slammed his fist on the table. Celdia, still pale, was trembling. Of course. Having your books examined is like being stripped naked in public.

"Then how about we have the neutral Vinder fulfill that role?" Maria suggested.

"Y-yes, that's right. Vinder's impartiality has just been demonstrated. I believe that would be fine."

"Indeed. Vinder has no stake in the rankings, so they can make a fair judgment. Produce your ledgers, Theodore."

The two Student Council members were now desperate to bring the situation under control. Theodore's shoulders, who had been glaring at me, slumped in defeat.

"Mia, help me out."

I had Mia sit beside me and began turning the pages of the ledger. I pretended to check a few numbers. Beside me, Mia pretended to cross-reference them with Fulsy's experimental data. I didn't think there was any further fraud to uncover. What I wanted was information.

"The numbers are consistent with the Sage's experimental results. We have determined that there is no deception beyond what was already pointed out."

The Calests seemed bewildered that it was over so quickly. They wouldn't know, but Mia can memorize columns of numbers as if they were a photograph. She sees them as patterns of varying heights and colors. With that, our holdings group's data, and Kenwell's cooperation, we could grasp their movements to a certain extent.

"Calest's responsibility for deceiving even the Student Council is grave. I will disqualify Calest and report this matter to the academy."

Hilda declared this in a pose reminiscent of the Goddess of Truth statue in the courthouse. *You could at least feel a little responsible as a supervisor.*

The name that had reigned at the top of the list was crossed out with an X. Accounting fraud committed by the heir at the Shoken Festival, where all the renowned merchant houses of the Royal Capital gather. Their reputation, not just at the academy but within the Commercial Guild, would surely plummet.

◇◇

"I can't believe you saved not only Rilka and the others, but us as well."

"We were really in a bind. I can't believe they had a trick like that up their sleeve. So that's why you wanted the coin information."

"They came after members of my holdings group. As the manager, I simply had to strike back."

"That's not the thinking of a Copper member, you know... Now then, what kind of thanks do we owe you?"

I nodded at Jean's words. I had to take measures against Calest's inevitable resentment.

"I have two requests. First, please spread a rumor that Kenwell will recommend Vinder for a promotion to Silver."

"It doesn't have to be a rumor, you know."

"She's right. The independent companies who sided with you this time will agree as well. With Tritt, Belmini, and Roston, we'll have enough sponsors."

In the traditional Commercial Guild, promotions aren't just based on scale or performance, but require recommendations from other guild members. And not just one or two.

"I have no interest in a Silver plaque."

"Copper is essentially an associate membership. A guild executive like Calest can do whatever they want to a weak entity like you. As a full Silver member, there are procedures they'd have to follow to make a move, which would buy us time to intervene."

"I see. Then my second request. If Calest tries to use his authority as Vice Chairman to move against Vinder, can you let me know in advance?"

"We're going to use this blunder to start ousting Calest from power anyway. That won't be a problem."

"Then I'm counting on you."

Now, how will Calest respond? When a parent steps into a children's squabble, I can't show any mercy. Not to the child, of course, but to the parent.
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			A week had passed since the Shoken Festival. On the last day of summer vacation, the Vinder Company was even busier than it had been before the event.

"Boss, an order just came in from the Plural Company."

"This much already? Just how many French toasts are they planning to sell?"

"You're the one who took the order, so please get a grip. Also, another new sample arrived from the Roston Company. It's the fourth one this week. What do you think this is?"

Mia gave me a dubious look as she opened the box. Her expression was like she'd found a plastic model kit in a package addressed to her older brother, though maybe not quite as bad as if it were a pretty-girl figurine. Inside the box was a lumpy, black mass. The faint, garlic-like scent reached my nose.

"Whoa, isn't this a truffle? That's a super high-end ingredient."

"...The letter says it's a mushroom. It also says it's used as livestock feed."

"Ah, I see, for pigs... I've only eaten it once. I don't remember how to use it at all."

*I think I remember it having some rather questionable properties. Was there any scientific basis for that, though?*

"I've finished checking numbers 234 through 251," Fina reported.

"Got it, Fina. Then next—"

My summer-only part-timer was working hard again today.

Though, I really wish she hadn't come in today, of all days. Today was the big day.

"Vinn, this is terrible!!... Wrong shop. ...Huh?! Lady Alfina?? Why are you dressed like that..."

"What is it, Rilka?"

Rilka, who had burst into the shop, stared at us, her eyes wide with shock.

"Why are you all acting so normal? Is it common for your shop to have a princess helping out?! Seriously, that's just weird!"

"No, this is a form of social studies. More importantly, what's wrong? This is the first time you've come here, isn't it?"

"So my visit is the rare thing here... That's not it! Calest just left the guild headquarters. Maria-senpai told me to tell you."

"I see. Right on schedule."

How thoughtful of her to send a final confirmation. Things were proceeding exactly as planned.

"Alright, let's move the jars we're disposing of to the entrance."

"How can you be so calm? They're not just bringing guild officials, they've mobilized their hired thugs too."

So they're going that far. Fine by me. It was a pain to coordinate the schedule, so I might as well make the most of it.

"Once we're done moving them, Mia and Lady Alfina, please hide in the back. What will you do, Rilka? You should probably get away from the shop."

"It's fine. I'll watch over things with the two of them."

Two carriages arrived on the street in front of our shop. One was a rather luxurious vehicle for a wealthy person, and the other was a large transport carriage with a tarp hiding its contents. They parked in a V-shape to block the front of the store.

*Trying to hide what's about to happen from public view, I see.* I slowly stepped out in front of the shop.

A man in lavish clothes, a cigar clamped in his mouth, stepped out of the fancier carriage. So they have tobacco here. Not that I had any plans to introduce it if they didn't.

So he came in person. He was of average height, but with broad, square shoulders and a solid build. He was more intimidating than the pot-bellied Dorefano.

The guild officials who emerged from the same carriage as Theodore smirked from behind him. It seems the guild organization itself has plenty of problems, not just its members. Well, that's to be expected.

Men who were clearly not guild officials got out of the second carriage and surrounded the shop.

"What is the meaning of this?"

"Vinder Copper Company. I am Calest, the Guild Master. You are under suspicion of fraudulent business practices. Comply quietly with the guild's—"

"Hold on."

"What kind of tone is that to use with the Guild Master? Save your excuses for later."

"No, that's not it. We're the Vinder Company. You should at least learn the name of your enemy."

I, for one, had learned his. Theodore Calest, father of the Calest siblings. Forty-five years old. The *vice* guild master of the Food Guild, and with the top position vacant, he was the de facto number one. He was in the middle of being pushed back by Kenwell after his son's failure at the Shoken Festival.

He was looking for an easy target to bully to reclaim his tarnished prestige. He was currently enraged by the news that Kenwell, his rival, was recommending Vinder, the cause of his son's disgrace, for a Silver rank.

*Perfect, right?*

"Fwahahaha! A Copper calling me an enemy. Just as my son said, you seem to have a strange way of thinking. I told you, this is an official inspection."

"Can you conduct an official inspection without any prior notice? The chairman isn't here, so if possible, I'd like to ask you to come back the day after tomorrow."

I emphasized the words "the day after tomorrow." The day he thought Kenwell's recommendation would be submitted.

"Silence. Don't think you can get away with hiding the evidence. Men, go in."

The men surrounding us responded to their boss's order and shoved me aside.

Crash, crash. The sound of smashing pottery echoed. It seemed they had kicked over the jars lined up at the entrance.

"Wait, those jars are our property."

"Like I care. Regret your foolishness in defying Lord Theodore."

I returned to the shop to protest. Of course, the men paid me no mind. Another jar was smashed against the floor, making a loud noise that could be heard outside.

*I'll have them replace them with new ones and pay for the damages.*

The men who pushed their way into the shop began to do as they pleased, pulling open drawers and overturning boxes. Of course, all the important things had already been moved to the back. Still, it was infuriating...

"What was that noise? Vinder, are you okay?"

"Ah, you idiot, I told you not to come out..."

Rilka poked her head out of the back door. And to make matters worse, Mia and Alfina were with her. One of the men, who had been staring blankly at the empty shelves, saw the three of them and his face twisted into a smirk.

"Heh, what's with this place? It's full of a real collection of beauties."

"Hey, wait. You guys..."

*I have no intention of running a business where I offer a side of lèse-majesté.* I stood protectively in front of my female classmates.

"Yeah? Get out of the way, you brat."

He grabbed me by the collar. It was terrifying. *Please, hurry up and get here.*

As if my prayers were answered, I heard the sound of more wheels. A commotion began to stir outside. It seemed they had made it just in time.

"Wh-what's with this carriage? Hey, we're busy here!"

"What business do you have with my shop, Lord Theodore?"

"Vinder."

After confirming that Mia and the others had closed the door, I stepped outside. A man alighted from a carriage so magnificent it made Theodore's look like a cargo cart.

He wore a formal suit. However, it was tailored from fabric of a quality just barely acceptable for its price. What's more, perhaps because he'd haggled on the tailoring, it was already showing signs of wear after only a month. The slender, forty-something man looked strikingly out of place against the backdrop of a grand noble's carriage.

*Sorry, Dad. Not that I have any room to talk, having made do with my uniform.*

"I return from my investment negotiations to find quite a commotion," my father said to Theodore in a nonchalant voice.

"Hah, what investment negotiations? Your shop is finished. On charges of fraudulent accounting. Give up and quietly......... Wh-why, why is Your Grace..."

Theodore's words trailed off. From behind my father, a lady stepped down from the carriage. As expected of a major merchant, he seemed to recognize her.

"Hmm? You seem familiar."

As expected of a great noble. It seemed a vice guild master was someone she had merely seen somewhere before.

"I am Th-Theodore Calest, Your Grace, Grand Duchess Bertold. What is the meaning... Why are you here?"

"Hmm? I am an investor in this company, so my presence should not be strange."

"Ha, hahaha, th-that's impossible."

Theodore's face was a picture of a man betrayed by the world.

"Then, it is my turn to ask. What is the meaning of this? It appears my property is being damaged," the Grand Duchess said, looking at the ransacked interior of the shop and the shards of pottery scattered at the entrance.

*Don't just casually call it your property. Your investment share isn't over half yet. Although, by the definition of a shareholder, her statement is technically correct even if she only owns a single share.*

"N-no, this is all some kind of mistake..."

The guild officials instantly put some distance between themselves and Theodore.

"Riccardo. What did this man say?"

"Yes, he said he was here as the vice guild master to conduct an *official* inspection of our company. Along with those guild officials over there."

I pointed at Theodore and the trembling officials behind him. *Like I'd let you get away.* It was precisely because they were protected by their positions as guild officials that I had to deal with them all at once when I had the chance.

"Hoh. Then show me the proof."

"N-no, that is..."

"Did you not hear me? I am telling you to present the grounds for conducting an inspection of my company. Right now. Since you claim it is official, there must be guild documents. Show me those as well."

Theodore's shoulders trembled. If this were a story about a retired vice-shogun meddling in domestic affairs, this would be the point where he'd snap...

"M-my deepest apologies!"

The man's head touched the ground. So prostration existed in this country, too.

"Seize every last one of these men and hand them over to the city guard."

That seat of honor at the New Year's festival is a long way off now, former vice guild master.
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			"What will happen to Calest?"

I asked the Grand Duchess. She sat on a simple yet luxurious chair prepared by her butler, shaded by a parasol held by a maid. Even in the lower town, nobility acts like nobility.

"Since they went so far as to use private soldiers, they won't get off scot-free, but it's not as if we can say they caused a national crisis, unlike Dorefano. Putting the current head aside, the company itself will probably survive. The Grand Duke of the East and the Chancellor will also likely move to defend them."

"However, this is a major blunder coming right after they mended their relationship with the Chancellor's house. Their faction will have its own share of troubles," the butler added. Apparently, he's the one who manages their intelligence network as well.

While I was mulling that over, the attackers were being carted off. Just then, a single carriage approached. *That's odd. I wasn't expecting any more visitors.*

A man emerged from the high-quality, nimble-looking carriage. He knelt before the Grand Duchess. He was a slender man with refined features, his face resembling a certain pair of twins I'd seen recently.

"Well, well, Your Grace Grand Duchess Bertold. To meet you in such an unexpected place."

After finishing his greeting to the Grand Duchess, the man walked over to me. Rilka let out a cry of surprise.

"Lord Cornes."

"Ah, Rilka. Good work on your role as messenger."

*I see. So this is the chairman of Kenwell, who was just chosen to be the next Guild Master.*

"I was wondering how you'd use that information, but I never imagined you'd take it this far."

His tone was calm. His attitude, not flaunting his authority, was more likable than Dorefano's or Calest's. I wouldn't let my guard down, though.

"This may be a bit premature, but congratulations on becoming the Food Guild Master."

"Ah, and congratulations to you as well on your promotion to Silver Member. Though it is a bit premature."

His smooth reply contained an element I couldn't ignore.

"…Wasn't that just a rumor?"

"To lure out Calest, the real thing would be more effective, would it not? Well then, Lord Paul Vinder, let's iron out the details on that matter."

Kenwell smiled at my father.

"We just finished with the Grand Duchess. I didn't hear about this, Ricardo-kun."

"I didn't hear about it either. Please deal with this great merchant's high-handedness as well, Chairman."

Don't talk as if the business with the Grand Duchess is finally settled. As someone who could be held jointly responsible, I wish you'd be a little more concerned with self-preservation. My father shrugged and invited Kenwell into the shop.

"May I ask one thing? What would you have done if Calest hadn't made a move?" Kenwell said as he passed me.

"Nothing at all. A children's quarrel is just that, as long as the parents stay out of it. Besides, as long as we aren't caught in the crossfire, it's no problem for me if Calest and Kenwell fight."

"You're just the man Jean and Maria said you were. Once I'm Guild Master, I'll make sure not to make an enemy of you. I might be the one to lose my head next."

"Is it over? Let's get back to work. We have to clean up the entrance."

Alfina, who came out of the shop with Mia, said while looking at the broken pot. The gazes of the maid and butler stabbed into me.

"About that, Alfie. A message came from the Cathedral. It seems the crystal is acting up again," the Grand Duchess said with a sour expression, as if she'd bitten into something bitter.

"The crystal… I understand. I'm sorry, Ricardo-kun."

"Not at all. Please prioritize your official duties."

Alfina's expression instantly shifted to that of a public figure. She exchanged a word or two with Mia and then hurried toward the Grand Duchess's carriage.

"...A prophecy?"

"It seems the signs are beginning to show. She might not be able to attend the academy for a while, even after the break ends."

"I thought the timing for prophecies was fixed."

Even as I tried to suppress it, a bitter tone crept into my voice.

"It was. For prophecies that are mere formalities, that is."

The Grand Duchess's face clouded over. I put a fist to my forehead. *Right, this isn't a performance. It's the real thing.* Thanks to our last success, the prophecy might be heeded without question this time. But…

"A second time would be bad, wouldn't it?"

"It would. It would be better if no prophecy came out at all."

I could only pray it wasn't something ominous. To know of a great disaster in advance is too much power for any single person to bear. If it happens again, it will attract fear, dependency, or both. In any case, I can't see a bright future. As someone who considers himself Alfina's guardian, I don't want to burden that girl with such a thing.

The crystal of prophecy, huh. I'll need to ask Fulsy as soon as possible about the mechanism behind it.

"Don't make such a face. You'll see her again soon. In three days, I invite you, your father, and Mia to my residence. I'll prepare some fine tea. And do not worry, you need not bring a gift. Just make that French-something-or-other for me."

"If you mean French toast, there are far more delicious versions sold elsewhere than what I can make."

It was a place I never wanted to visit again. I don't remember the taste of the tea, but I can still recall the murderous aura I felt from that old butler at my back.

"I jest. The investment is settled, but there are still matters we must discuss. Paul called it a shareholders' meeting, was it? That is what we shall hold."

The Grand Duchess said, twirling her feather fan. Well, if that's the case, it can't be helped. Whether she's a high noble or not, the system is designed for us to discuss things on equal footing as shareholders, at least in principle.

"I'll also make absolutely sure never to get on the Vinders' bad side."

Rilka said after the Grand Duchess's carriage had left and peace had finally returned to the front of the shop. She was helping clean up the entrance.

Her gaze was directed toward the reception room in the back, where the head of her parent company was in a meeting with my father.

"That would be a great help. My senpai makes an enemy every time he steps out of the house."

"They say a man finds seven enemies the moment he steps over his own threshold. It can't be helped," I said, offering a poor excuse. Mia and Rilka looked at each other and laughed.

Well, I managed to save my own skin this time, too. It's a shame I couldn't stop the situation from getting progressively more troublesome, though.

◇◇

Night. The center of the continent.

In the heart of a basin the color of dried blood, the creature looked up at the blue moon. As it spread its twin arms, bronze-colored hexagonal scales reflected the moonlight.

A jet-black crystal embedded between its brows absorbed the miasma rising from the ground and turned red. The ominously glowing crystal pulsed in the night's silence. Patterns emerged on both its arms. A fluorescent light flowed between the scales, extending from its arms to its back, forming a membrane of the same color.

Wings were formed, lighter and tougher than the organ with the same function it possessed in its youth. As it raised both arms, the translucent veil caught the wind. Bulging muscles contracted and powerfully struck the air. Its stocky body was easily lifted into the air.

Every movement was natural. Manipulating two completely different types of energy, it freed the creature from the yoke of gravity.

In an instant, it broke through the clouds. For a creature that crawls on the ground, the thin atmosphere would have robbed it of consciousness. But its arm muscles were brimming with power. An efficient air circulation system continuously fed oxygen to the muscles supporting the wings.

Controlling its posture in the air, it looked down. Through breaks in the clouds, it gazed down upon a land divided in two by a great river flowing from east to west. The creature had taken flight from the central mountain range of the northern half. In the creature's eyes, the shimmering red miasma was stronger there than anywhere else.

It needed a large amount of food for its next stage of growth. Unlike miasma, it could not be obtained by simply waiting. To ingest it efficiently, it needed a feeding ground where it could hunt a great number of decently-sized animals.

Its bloodshot eyes turned west. There lay a land where green plains were scattered between the mountains. Though thinner than in the center, there was enough miasma for it to be active.

The creatures that formed herds in the narrow green lands were its favorite prey. The size of each one was a little unsatisfying, but the scale of their herds was exceptionally larger than any other animal of similar size.

Its back tingled. It remembered the unexpected counterattack from another herd during its last hunt, after it had devoured two herds entirely. It became conscious of the scales that had just regrown, aware of the only wound it had ever suffered.

Its distorted gaze turned south, beyond the great river.

A plain lacking in miasma spread out. With that much space, there must surely be a great deal of prey. But it was an inconvenient land for its activities. The mountain ranges to the east and west of the plain were too distant to use as a foothold. The miasma it could store in its brow would not be enough.

But then, the creature's eyes caught a red light in a part of it. On an isolated mountain near the great river, a small amount of miasma was wavering. The creature narrowed its eyes.
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			"Vinder-senpai. Good morning."

"Good morning, Vinder-sama."

I had missed the first two days of the second semester for work, so I was walking down the hall feeling like it was my first day back. That was when the unexpected happened, two female students greeted me.

"...Ah, um, good morning. ...Sama!?"

*I don't recognize them. They're probably underclassmen, so 'senpai' makes sense. But there's no reason for them to call me '-sama'. Wait a minute, I don't remember any underclassmen greeting me at all during the first semester.*

*This is definitely strange. Is it just my 'bad at remembering faces' skill acting up again? No, both of them had faces you'd remember after seeing them once. It's a powerful skill, but even it makes an exception for information rooted in a man's basic instincts.*

"Hey, what was that about?"

"What do you mean, 'what was that about'? Wasn't that just a 'normal' greeting from a passing first-year to 'just' a senior?"

In times like these, I turn to my secretary. But Mia's reply was curt.

"No, I get that it was a greeting, but..."

*A greeting out of nowhere from a complete stranger. To me, that's a magical attack. There's a serious risk of being afflicted with the 'confusion' status ailment.*

*What even is a greeting, anyway? In my opinion, it's a reflex. The most important thing for a human is safety. To ensure that, judging whether the person in front of you is a threat is the highest priority. This judgment, like deciding what to do when a car comes hurtling toward you on the street, is something you don't have time to think about.*

*Greetings are a tool for that purpose. You signal to the other person that you are not an enemy, and if they return the greeting, you can be assured they aren't an enemy either. You decide whether to greet someone the instant you see their face. There is no room for reason or thought to intervene. What I'm trying to say is that I, who starts pondering the other person's intentions every time I'm greeted, am socially awkward.*

*Well, given the current situation, I'm wary of anyone connected to that one guild master I was forced to crush or that certain vice guild master I had no choice but to depose. So you could say this is a proper form of self-preservation.*

As I was lost in these pointless thoughts, another underclassman approached. She had blonde twintails. A cute girl with a small face. Her large, slightly upturned eyes met mine just as I reflexively tried to look away from a stranger. The girl adjusted her course toward me.

"Ah, good mor..."

"Hmph!"

The underclassman girl went out of her way to walk right up to me, glare, and then change direction. My prepared return greeting missed its mark completely.

"...Somehow, that made it feel like I'm really back at the academy."

*Incidentally, there are advantages to being socially awkward. You don't get flustered even if someone doesn't return your greeting. People with normal communication skills get complacent about it. They unconsciously assume that if they greet someone, they'll always get a response.*

*So, on the rare occasion they don't, they get as thrown off as if they'd missed a step on the stairs. That doesn't happen to me. I'm always considering the risk of my greeting not being returned.*

"...Before you awaken to some strange new fetish, senpai, I should tell you. She's the daughter of a merchant house that did business with both Dorefano and Calest. You should be cautious."

Mia explained with a sigh. I see. When Dorefano was in power, Calest just followed the guild master's lead like anyone else. I suppose there are merchant houses that take that kind of position.

"Good morning, Mia. It's a new semester, you should cheer up a little. And good morning to you too, Vinder."

"Ah, good morning, Rilka. Mia's in a bad mood for some reason. On top of that, underclassmen have started greeting me and it's causing me problems. You have any info on that?"

"That's the first time anyone's ever asked for information that way... Well, it's probably because you're the heir to the Vinder Company, the rising star who made it to Silver rank in just four years."

"What's that about? We were the only Copper members attending the academy. Even with a promotion, we're still at the bottom. Isn't the standard reaction for newcomers 'go drop dead'?"

"Oh, come on... It's not just that, is it? They want to get close to Her Highness Alfina, the Saintess who saved the kingdom and goddess of the commoner students. They want a connection to Her Excellency Eufilia Bertold, the Grand Duchess of the West. And, if I may be so bold, they want ties to the Kenwell Company, the head of the Food Guild. There are mountains of reasons for people to approach you."

*So those first two greetings weren't reflexive, but the result of deliberate thought. That's even more terrifying. It's gotten to the point where the blonde girl who glared at me seems like a straightforward, nice kid.*

"This is a massive pain. Who's been sticking all these troublesome labels on me?"

"Well, that would be Dalgan-senpai and Plural-senpai... and me too, maybe?"

"Mia, you should choose your friends more carefully."

"No, no, that's not it. You have to understand Mia's concerns too. You're worried about him, aren't you Mia? It's sweet... like honey..."

"Rilka. Perhaps I should be more selective about my friends."

"That's so harsh."

Rilka spread her arms, pleading for Mia's pity. Yep, seems like Mia is her usual self when it comes to Rilka.

"...Um, so I wonder if Alfina-sama won't be coming in today either."

Unable to bear her friend's withering stare any longer, Rilka blatantly changed the subject. For the record, any time I notice someone has changed the subject, it's defined as 'blatant'. If it were even slightly subtle, I wouldn't notice.

"That's it. If anyone asks about the princess, I'll introduce you as her friend. You're also part of Kenwell. That should send half the trouble your way."

"That won't work. For example, I have no idea what Alfina-sama is doing right now. But you do, don't you, Vinder."

My brilliant idea was shot down instantly.

"You're seeing her today, after all, senpai."

"See... Wow, that's even more than I expected. Well, I'm not surprised at this point. What kind of huge incident are you planning next?"

"It's just a coincidence. Besides, this is legitimate business. Something perfectly solid and respectable."

*All I'm doing is holding this world's first-ever shareholder meeting.*

"By 'business', do you mean that perverse act of making a princess wear a maid outfit?"

"You're really not holding back anymore, are you? You'll lose your head for lèse-majesté. Besides, Mia, you were invited too, weren't you?"

"Oh, that's impressive."

"That's because I'm attending as your attendant, senpai. My position is different from yours... and Alfina-sama's."

Mia said. *But your name was clearly written on the invitation, wasn't it?*

◇◇

We were in the office of the Grand Duchess, located in the center of the Grand Ducal Bertold residence, one of the largest in the Royal Capital. Just as we were about to leave the room after greeting her, the Grand Duchess called out to Mia. A maid waiting at her side looked at Mia and began wringing her hands with excitement.

"...It wouldn't suit me."

"There is no need to be so modest. Consider it a token of my gratitude for all you have done for Alfy."

At the Grand Duchess's words, the maid closed in on Mia. In her hands was a spring green dress. It seemed they wanted her to wear this to the meeting. The whims of the high nobility are a real pain.

"I'll be waiting outside."

"Abandoning me like this makes you a terrible boss. Ah, um, really, it won't look good on me. Besides, I've never worn anything like... Kyaa, please don't undress me."

"Do not worry. Meia is an expert in these matters."

When I stepped out into the hallway, there was a middle-aged man leaning against the window frame. He had a worn-out look that seemed out of place in the residence of the Grand Duchess of the West.

"Ricard-kun. I'm leaving things to you today."

"No, no. Explaining management policy is the chairman's job."

"You're a shareholder too, you know, Ricard-kun."

"Actually, shareholders are the ones who are supposed to receive explanations."

"I'm a shareholder too... Hah, this whole stock system really is fascinating. The separation of ownership and management, it's something you wouldn't normally even consider."

"They aren't separated just yet. But it was necessary to get the rules passed, even with the Grand Duchess's investment. Well, she does hold veto power over major decisions."

I looked at my boss with a searching gaze. The Grand Duchess's investment was larger than planned. That meant her voting rights had been strengthened. Her investment was supposed to be kept under fifty percent. The plan was to ensure our safety by making it partially the Grand Duchess's property, while using the credibility from her investment to secure loans at favorable rates.

It was an incredibly self-serving request, but to a great landowner like the Grand Duchess, the scale of the Vinder Company was small. The key to the negotiation was to get her interested in the stock system itself, to make her think of it as an interesting toy she could observe and let us play with as we pleased. My demonstration of the system's potential at the mock shops should have given us an advantage in those negotiations.

"No, that's why, as usual, you went too far, Ricard-kun... Oh, Mia! You look just like an angel."

Seeing Mia emerge, escorted by the maid, my father's attention instantly shifted away from his son.

"I've always wanted a daughter, you know. My son, after all, has practically zero charm."

"Wait, we're not done talking..."

I turned back to say this, and was left speechless. There stood a girl in a dress that, while simple, was clearly made of high-quality fabric. The off-the-shoulder design and the embroidered flower on her chest gave her a fresh look. It was precisely because her usual attire was so plain that she looked so breathtakingly gorgeous.

"...What do you think, senpai?"

Her uncharacteristically shy fidgeting was endearing, throwing me off even more.

"A-as a subordinate, I can't very well criticize something the chairman, my boss, has praised."

I forced my gaze away, which felt like it was being drawn to her. The maid whispered something in Mia's ear. For a moment, Mia's cheeks flushed. Then, she gave a clumsy little twirl in front of me. The hem of her skirt fluttered softly. *That's cheating.*

"W-well. Um... you definitely look like a different person. Yeah."

"Hehe. I wasn't expecting any clever compliments from you, senpai. So I'll take it."

Seeing me flustered, Mia smiled.

"My, Mia. It suits you very well."

Just then, a young lady in a white dress appeared from down the hall.

Her lovely figure inevitably brought back memories of the dance at the celebration party. I thought I had grown fairly used to seeing Alfina in her school uniform, but when she unleashes her princess aura like this, I'm reduced to this state.

"Ricard-kun. Did you compliment her properly?"

"I-I did. Although, compared to the seal of approval from a real princess, it doesn't mean much, right, Mia?"

I couldn't stand having my skill at complimenting a girl's clothes graded. I turned to face Mia.

"...Yes. Thank you very much, Alfina-sama."

The smile from a moment ago vanished instantly as Mia gave a formal reply. The supervisor who trained new part-timers at the Vinder Company was gone. She was probably conscious of the Grand Duchess's eyes on her.

*Well, Mia is brilliant. Unlike me, she can switch gears like that perfectly.*



		
		
		
			Chapter 38: Chapter 1: Middle Part, The Shareholders
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 38

			Chapter 1: Middle Part, The Shareholders

			The shareholders' meeting was held in the grand hall of the ducal residence. While not quite as large as the one at the academy, it was certainly spacious enough for a wedding.

At the circular table arranged in the center of the hall sat people from entirely different walks of life. On the right was the Vinder contingent, which included myself, Mia, and my father. In other words, the commoner group. On the opposite side were Alfina and the Grand Duchess, the noble and royal group. It felt as if the round table could lose its balance at any moment.

Behind the Grand Duchess stood her usual butler and maidservant. In addition, a middle-aged man in monochrome attire waited in attendance. Before we began, he was introduced as her financial manager. His eyes held no trace of contempt as he looked our way, but he stubbornly maintained a blank expression.

Incidentally, Mia had also tried to stand behind us, but the Grand Duchess stopped her. She insisted that since Mia was invited, she was a guest. Fine by me. I have never once thought of her as a mere attendant or subordinate.

"Well then, you may begin."

Glancing at me, my father stood up. Had this been any other setting, he would have surely let out a sigh.

"As the head of the company, I would like to explain the future business policy of the Vinder Company."

With a formal expression, my father began to explain the honey business. Once he started speaking, he showed no fear or strain. His ability to perform under pressure is a blessing in times like these.

With the Grand Duchess's investment and the loan from Kenwell secured using that trust, we now had the capital for business expansion. Most importantly, we had the Grand Duchess's backing to protect the business. The new guild master was, for the most part, an ally. We were no longer the Copper Company that had trembled in fear of Dorefano.

The stage was finally set for our beekeeping business to realize its full potential.

Plans were underway to introduce beekeeping not only in Leylia Village, which had begun to ramp up production without reservation after becoming Alfina's fief, but also in several other villages, primarily within the Grand Duchess's domain. We would dispatch experienced villagers from Leylia to the new beekeeping villages.

While it was impossible when it was just a side job to farming, on this scale, we could guarantee wages and hire dedicated staff. The village orphans were also being given work, tending to the empty fields or getting involved in the beekeeping itself.

The market for copper honey is limited to the urban populace. Our objective of creating a new market for sweets among the citizens remains unchanged. However, through our partnership with Plural, it is beginning to gain a reputation as an ingredient for noble confections. Eventually, we can aim for the upper market, the nobility. Combined with our new sign as purveyors to the nobility, we can overturn the nasty rumors that have spread about us at any time.

Mia handed a paper to my father. The previously expressionless finance manager, upon hearing the projected revenue for this term, suddenly began to move his pen. It was no wonder. While a small percentage compared to the management of the Grand Duchess's domain, the profit margin was astounding, and it was projected to expand further.

Moreover, it was close to passive income. While revenue from a domain can be massive, the effort required to manage it is also immense. Depending on the year, it could even run a deficit. I could understand why he was so eager to run the numbers.

Considering how difficult it is to buy security from a secure partner, we had no complaints either.

"As a final confirmation, the investment ratio is as follows. I, the company president, will hold thirty percent, and director Ricardo will hold seven, for a total of thirty-seven. Her Grace the Grand Duchess will hold sixty-three."

This, however, was a problem. About two-thirds of the Vinder Company would belong to the Grand Duchess. We had effectively lost our independence. For now, my father was managing the company, and the Grand Duchess had absolutely no reason to overturn that, but still. In a situation with no legal backing, shareholder rights and rules are, to put it bluntly, just scraps of paper. If the Grand Duchess wished it, yesterday's Calest could be tomorrow's Vinder.

Is it fine because the Grand Duchess can be trusted? If you're going to assume eternal trust, then you don't need rules or systems in the first place.

"I wish to make one amendment. My share shall be forty-nine percent. The remaining fourteen shall be Alfina's investment."

So this was why the shareholders' meeting was scheduled for a day Alfina could attend. Seeing no sign of shock from my father, I gathered he already knew. This brought the Grand Duchess's stake below half. It wasn't a bad thing. But...

"I look forward to working with you. With this, we are on equal footing as shareholders."

"...There's a twofold difference, my dear majority shareholder."

In response to Alfina's smile, I hid my own expression by playing the fool. As the holder of the Leylia fief, Alfina was a respectable stakeholder. I knew that she and Luiza, who had observed the Shoken Festival operations, had both put in a good word to persuade the Grand Duchess. It seems she even used her experiences at the Vinder Company to explain things to her.

Even so, or perhaps because of it, Alfina's words and expression bothered me.

"And on that note, Alfina has a proposal to make."

Alfina turned her gaze to my side. Now, what on earth was she going to say?

"I will transfer half of my shares to Mia-san."

"Huh!?" "Eh??"

I let out a bewildered cry. Even Mia was frozen in shock.

I have no issue with Mia owning a part of the company. My father is so fond of her he's considered adopting her, and I fully intend to welcome her as a partner in the future. Even from a purely practical standpoint, Mia is more than worth that much.

Still, something about this felt wrong.

Mia stood up. I realized it then. The dress was prepared as a way to show she wasn't here as a servant. That, too, was part of the surprise gift.

I understood the source of my discomfort. It felt like I was being made to play along with a noble's game in a business setting. That after all my explanations, the princess still hadn't understood a thing.

But I had no reason, right, or interest in stopping it. As a small act of resistance, I looked to the Grand Duchess. Isn't it a guardian's role to admonish this sort of thing?

"With all due respect. Stocks are not something to be used for such games."

With everyone's attention on her, the girl in the light green dress spoke decisively. She was on equal footing with the Grand Duchess, the princess, and us, her employers. And what she was offered was, by a farmer's standards, worth decades of income. No, considering the dividends, she could live a life of leisure even if the business plan achieved only half its goals.

And yet, Mia flatly refused it. The system I had devised, the one we were struggling to build, was not a game of make-believe. That was what she said so clearly.

"There is no issue. This is part of your reward for helping to prevent the Monster Flood. An achievement that averted a national crisis must be rewarded."

But the Grand Duchess shook her head. It was true that by handing over the credit to others, I had also inadvertently passed over Mia's contributions in data collection and calculations, which had been bothering me. ...Hmm.

"In that case, please give my reward to Senpai... to Ricardo. I am his subordinate."

"That will not do. That activity was conducted under Fulsy's supervision. Officially, you and Ricardo were on equal footing as students. You should be rewarded separately. Since Alfina's investment is paid for by taxes from Leylia, it is not so strange to use a portion of it as Mia's reward."

"Th, but..."

No matter how she justified it, this was likely the result of Alfina's idealistic thinking. Three friends, each with seven percent. Regardless of their difference in status, they would be equals as shareholders.

But I found myself starting to think that if it was justified this properly, then maybe it was fine. I couldn't help it, I had felt a certain warmth in this overly sweet approach.

Mia's words before we came here, that she was nothing more than an attendant. Being able to deny that was, I suppose, something that made me happy too.

"Just accept it. Or are you planning to obstruct our efforts to strengthen the management's voting power?"

"W, well..."

At my words, Mia bowed her head with a face caught between tears and laughter.

"I understand. Alfina-sama. I will gladly accept."

"Yes, I look forward to working with you from now on, Mia-senpai."

Alfina smiled. Perhaps this was fine for her. Relying on interests and rules is the way of a tactician like me, someone lacking in virtue. Well, further education on being a shareholder is definitely a must.

◇◇

"Well then, Ricardo-kun, I'll see you later."

"Senpai, we'll be heading off."

Alfina and Mia headed toward the baths together. Two girls in a bath together, I'm so jealous. Wait, that's not it...

"Did you want to join them?"

"...Please don't tease me."

I forced my eyes, which had nearly started to imagine the sight of them, or rather, what was to come, back to the noblewoman. The fact that she kept me here could not possibly be for a reason like keeping an eye on a potential peeper. By the way, my father, his great task completed, had retired to the room assigned to him.

"What did you think of the earlier measure?"

"Honestly, I thought it was a bit naive."

"Indeed. But your association with them is likely to be a long one. It is best to grant the next generation its own share of responsibility and rights. This, too, is a valid application of the stock system, is it not?"

The three of us together hold twenty-one percent. In other words, if the Grand Duchess and my father were to disagree, our unified vote would carry the day. And for anything the three of us agree on, we would only need to persuade one of the others to get it passed. In a way, it was a distribution that gave the academy group the casting vote.

Considering the time frame for the Vinder Company's stated goal, the establishment of a general trading company, it was certain that we would have to bear that responsibility. Thinking of it that way, one could perhaps say she was betting on our long-term potential.

"If you've considered it that far."

I decided to cast aside my final reservations.

"Even so, that girl's words were magnificent. She is far too good for you."

"I know that."

"Mind you, Alfina is certainly naive. I tried to stop her at first. I told her that such a simple-minded act could damage their friendship. But then she said the cutest thing, something about feeling she had to be on equal footing with that girl. Heh, I wonder how much she herself understands..."

Just as I was beginning to feel convinced, the Grand Duchess added something I didn't understand. But that wasn't what was important right now. I looked straight at the woman who was, by all rights, a powerful figure far above my station.

"So, what is the reason you kept me here?"

Before one mixes business and friendship, there are lines that must be properly drawn. A relationship with royalty, regardless of the individuals' intentions, is never just a simple friendship. At least, that's not how those around them see it. The fact that I was the subject of baseless rumors at the academy about being Alfina's favorite made that clear.

Now that Mia was involved, I had to clarify what the Grand Duchess needed, and to what extent.

"It is, of course, for my own convenience as well. Thinking of the future, Alfina needs steadfast allies. That is what we shall discuss now. There is a good place for it, follow me."

Uttering those ominous words, the Grand Duchess pointed down the corridor with her feathered fan. Good grief, time for the second act. The management of risk, something far more important than the distribution of profits.
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			The Grand Duchess led me to an alcove where a long corridor widened. It was a narrow space with only one table and two chairs, but the semicircular wall was lined with portraits, making it a decidedly aristocratic space.

A handmaiden poured tea into our cups and left immediately.

*This is the first time I've been alone with her. I can't let my guard down, precisely because she's a reasonable person. After all, she won't be letting her guard down with me. Especially with Mia's safety on the line.*

"How much do you know about Alfie's birth?"

"Only that Alfina-sama's father was His Majesty's younger brother, the former Grand Duke Bertold, and her mother... was from the Fellbach Ducal House."

I answered without relaxing. This was information I had Mia look into before getting involved with that prophecy.

"When I call her Alfie, you need not use ‘-sama’ either. To be precise, the third daughter of Duke Fellbach was Alfie's mother. This means my niece is the granddaughter of the duke who started a rebellion twenty years ago."

Alfina's paternal grandfather was the former king. Her maternal grandfather was a rebellious duke. There was no doubt this was the most important factor defining her position.

"Furthermore, the current King, myself, and Alfie's father are all children of the former king. And..."

The Grand Duchess looked towards a particularly large portrait. An energetic face with a full white beard glared down at me.

"The former king was also the cause of that past rebellion."

The Grand Duchess had said something bold. I wished she wouldn't just casually drop information like the Grand Duchess of the West criticizing the former king.

"Though we are siblings, there is an age gap of over twenty years between His Majesty and myself. That is why I may seem young for Alfie's aunt."

She casually highlighted her own youth. *Come to think of it, for the Grand Duchess, both Princess Alfina and the former Grand Duchess Alfina were her nieces. How complicated.*

"The former king was rather... enthusiastic in his duty to maintain the bloodline. I can hardly complain, as I was born from it. He was also a father with deep affection for his family. Even for me, his daughter by a concubine. Well, it was probably because I was the youngest daughter, and I was so very adorable."

The Grand Duchess pointed a feathered fan at a small painting. A depiction of the Grand Duchess as a young girl, perhaps ten years old, was there. *It must be an idealized... though, looking at the woman before me, maybe it isn't much of an exaggeration.*

"The problem for the royal family, and the state, was what to do with us. The only option was to push us off onto prominent families as adopted children. The Grand Ducal houses of the East and West were, in a way, suitable for such things, so it wasn't an issue. But a Ducal house, even if they are relatives, has a strong attachment to its own bloodline. The Fellbach Ducal House was particularly old. They have a history of once being an independent power in the buffer zone with the Empire."

"I see."

*In terms of the Edo Shogunate, I'd imagined the Grand Ducal houses were like the three main branches of the Tokugawa clan, and the Ducal houses were like related lords or the heads of the hereditary vassals. But it seems there was also a powerful, outlying lord. Was discontent over having their house taken over the cause of the rebellion?*

"Just as the three year rebellion was finally suppressed, the former king passed away. My eldest brother who succeeded him, His Majesty, seems to have had a very difficult time resolving the squabbles among relatives. I was still young, so this is only what I've heard. It was then that my fifth brother, Alfina's father, who had just succeeded the Bertold title, declared he wanted to marry Fellbach's daughter. It seems the two had been in love since their academy days."

*I see. While he was busy cleaning up the mess between relatives, his brother did something that was guaranteed to cause controversy. No, you could frankly call it selfish. The King must have had his own plans for whom his brother would marry.*

"As the Grand Duke Bertold, my brother was competent. I understand that well, having succeeded him. However, His Majesty and the Chancellor's policy was to secure the stability of the royal family and the kingdom by placing all the blame for the rebellion on the Fellbachs. His proposal flew directly in the face of that. Once Bertold had settled down from the effects of the rebellion, my brother retired. Or perhaps it should be called a de facto confinement in the Royal Capital. Alfina was born around that time. Perhaps the only act of mercy was allowing the husband, wife, and daughter to be together."

*So that's how she became such an incredibly sheltered girl who's never left the capital. The west is her mother's homeland. So that's what her longing was all about.*

"I know little of my brother's family's life in the capital, but it seems that until she lost both parents one after the other, her situation wasn't so unhappy in terms of family. At least, judging from the Alfie I see now."

*I want to believe that. It would be too tragic if they forced a marriage out of love, lost their position because of it, and then their family fell apart.*

"So, what do you think after hearing all that?"

"If I think as a commoner of no consequence who would be the first to suffer if the nation's stability is lost, I can't say the kingdom's policy regarding the rebellion was wrong."

If the rebellion had been a purely domestic affair, they could have tried to get along after it was over. But with the Empire's influence involved, somewhat ruthless measures were justified.

"Oh...?"

"However, that is speaking as a commoner. As someone who personally knows the innocent girl who has suffered for it, I have other thoughts. I'm afraid I'll have to prioritize those."

"You have a complicated way of putting things. Well, that is fine. It is natural for one's perspective to change with their position."

"By the way, as a merchant, I must say this country is a bit stifling."

"This nation has always favored stability by nature. That tendency only grew stronger after the rebellion. The current King is one thing, but the Chancellor, who was entrusted with the country's administration while His Majesty was consumed by royal family squabbles, is especially strong in that tendency. He is not incompetent, but he is obsessed with maintaining budgets and regulations."

*I can feel that myself. And Alfina's existence must be a multi layered annoyance for the Chancellor.*

"Your plan to let the Third Prince take the credit was the right move, but the Prince and the Chancellor also do not get along. Especially with the recent Monster Flood, the lines of conflict have been clearly drawn, with the Prince demanding the expansion of the Third Knight Order and the Chancellor controlling the budget. For a Chancellor whose influence over the military is weak due to knight order reductions, it must be quite a nuisance."

The Grand Duchess covered her mouth with her fan. She was likely hiding a sigh.

"And now, this prophecy. It doesn't seem to have taken a clear form yet. But seeing Alfie, I doubt it is anything to be happy about."

With the background and current situation explained, we finally arrived at the main topic. As expected, the problem was the prophecy.

"You said it yourself, didn't you. That a second time would be bad."

"I did. Last time, the prophecy itself was ignored, so we could focus on preventing the disaster. But it will be different from now on."

"Exactly. Unlike last time, a proper strategy meeting is scheduled to be convened. And the one organizing it is the Chancellor. This is a top level response."

"...That's reassuring."

*In a normal world, a certain amount of absurdity is to be expected. An ideal situation where you can go all in on either offense or defense doesn't even exist in games. At best, maybe in the training mode of a fighting game.*

*But even so, there are limits. They call it internal strife and external threats. It's debatable whether the prophecy's disaster is an external threat, but depending on its content, it could link directly to the factional struggles in the royal court. It makes me think the last time, when it was ignored, might have been easier.*

"As I said, the prophecy is not yet confirmed. Therefore, the Chancellor's strategy meeting has not yet made any serious moves. Although, it seems they are making sure information does not flow my way."

The Grand Duchess's lips twisted.

"I hope it doesn't come to this, but it will surely get complicated. So, what do you want from me?"

"For now, nothing specific. I just want you to be a source of strength for Alfie."

"That's a bit abstract. My life is on the line here, you know?"

*And not just my life. Of course, the last time wasn't exactly safe, nor was that business at the Shoken Festival, but this is an even greater risk. The difference between the Chancellor's second son and the Chancellor himself is like a lizard and a dragon. No, more like a small bird and a dragon.*

"I mean it exactly as I said it. As for the court's squabbles, I can act as a shield to some extent. That is what a guardian is for, and I am the Grand Duchess of the West, after all. However, there are areas I cannot cover. And there is someone who can cover them."

The Grand Duchess stared at me intently.

"In other words, a framework separate from the framework of power. For example, I should help Alfina as a merchant. Is that what you mean? By supporting her with two different frameworks, we increase her safety. Because if there's only one framework, everything collapses at once."

I couldn't nod along to a request to be Alfina's shield and risk my life like a commoner, and it would be technically impossible anyway. But if that's what she meant, then it's a matter of mutual support, and that's something I can do.

"The way you talk. You must not have many friends."

"Leave me alone."

*I'm well aware that I'm being overly logical. I'm steeling myself for this, which isn't easy, so I wish she wouldn't tease me.*

"I meant that as a compliment, of a sort. It was the right decision to have her attend the academy at Alfie's request."

"Grand Duchess?"

In a space where no one was watching, the great noble bowed her head to a commoner's son.

"I ask you to continue looking after Alfie. As long as you lend your strength to my niece, I will do everything in my power to protect all of Vinder's shareholders."

*Someone of higher status bowing their head. It's a dirty trick. It takes away my options. But well, I suppose I can see a sliver of sincerity in her phrasing 'all of Vinder's shareholders'. As a shareholder myself, I can't go back to being uninvolved anyway.*

*Besides, I looked at the woman who was too young to be Alfina's aunt. As someone who sees himself in the role of Alfina's uncle, she's something of a comrade.*

"I'll cooperate, within my means."

"It should be 'to the best of my ability.' ...Are you thinking something strange? The way you're looking at me is rather... lukewarm."

"Not at all."

The Grand Duchess tilted her head.

"First, we need to establish intelligence sharing between your side, which can get information from above, and our side, which can get information from below. Through Jacob and your butler..."

I feigned ignorance and moved on to practical matters. The Grand Duchess, still looking unconvinced, rang a bell.

"...Then, we will coordinate the actual contact methods and frequency with your people on the ground."

With the butler's words, the matter was left to the practitioners. This would improve our situation of being overwhelmingly short handed for the type and amount of information we needed to gather.

"I suppose that's it. You have a large gap between what you know and what you don't."

"Well, I'm just a commoner. Oh, there is one last thing I want to ask."

It was a question I'd had before. The role of Oracle Princess was a raw deal forced upon Alfina. And yet, she insisted on her duty to deliver the prophecies, even going against the wishes of the king and chancellor who had forced it on her.

It was just like her, in a way, but knowing the background made it feel even more out of place.

"Why does Alfina..."

"Is something the matter with me, Ricardo-kun?"

A voice suddenly came from behind me.

I turned to find a beautiful girl, fresh from a bath. Instead of the formal attire from before, she wore a simple one piece dress, almost like loungewear.

I couldn't help but feel my heart skip a beat as Alfina tilted her head, as if to protect her damp, blue silver hair. The faint scent of fragrance reached my nose.

"Senpai. Your gaze is lecherous."

Mia was back in her uniform. However, her hair was down, hanging over her shoulders, and a different, alluring scent emanated from her. *Why do girls fresh from a bath become so bewitching?*

"No, hahahaha. Not at all."

*Alfina was unconsciously exuding a captivating charm, while Mia seemed unaware that Alfina wasn't the only one making me flustered.* I forced myself to look away from them both.
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			"Then, Alfina-sama. Allow me to ask one more time."

A sharp, elderly voice echoed through the vast, circular conference room.

"Yes."

The high status of the room was proven by the throne placed within for royal councils. She now sat in a place she had not even been permitted to enter when she delivered the New Year's prophecy.

The man questioning her was a thin, white-haired man dressed in opulent ceremonial robes. The Kingdom's Prime Minister, Duke Cypress Grynisias. He was the organizer of this strategy meeting.

Incidentally, the throne had remained empty ever since the first meeting, where a certain person had shown up merely as a formality.

"Are you certain that the calamity foretold by the prophetic crystal is one of starvation?"

"Yes, I believe there is no mistake..."

Alfina recalled the tragic vision. The painful sight of emaciated limbs, unnaturally swollen bellies and feet. A child, the light gone from their eyes, rummaging through the grass on the roadside. It was a scene that would make one want to cover their eyes, if it were not being streamed directly into her mind.

"And that it will come from the north?"

"Yes. However, that is merely the direction from which the calamity will arrive. As for the location or the cause..."

"But that is strange. No matter how much we examine the information we have gathered on the farmlands, there are no signs of a poor harvest. The season is already late summer. The ears of wheat are beginning to ripen."

The old man pressed his hand on a thick stack of papers on the desk. As was clear from how easily he had cut Alfina off, she was likely nothing more than a tool to him, a means of conveying the crystal's images.

"The crystal cannot see the calamity directly. Therefore..."

Undeterred by the old man's cold eyes, Alfina tried to fulfill her duty. Still, she could not help but compare this to the time she had tried to decipher the previous prophecy.

Back then, a boy her own age had confronted her about her naive thinking. His words were blunt and his questioning was relentless. The Prime Minister, on the other hand, never broke his polite and courteous demeanor. And yet, why did the two feel so different?

"...Just because it was right once, doesn't mean it will be right again."

The man who spoke was her brother-in-law, or her cousin by blood. His attitude was clearly hostile.

"If it's wrong, then so be it. But preparing countermeasures under the assumption it will be correct is how one should respond to a crisis, is it not?"

A man in a knight's uniform adorned with medals, the second youngest in the room after Alfina, offered his support.

"Both of your Highnesses' opinions are most reasonable. However, this time and the cost of this investigation are not free," the Prime Minister added his own assertion subtly while mediating between the two princes. The agenda had not progressed for more than half an hour.

"Let us conclude today's meeting here. We shall have the Oracle Princess continue to face the crystal. We will focus our efforts on finding any signs of a poor harvest. Howell, continue your investigation of precipitation levels. Rodos, create an inspection plan for the stockpiles in each territory. Pay special attention to any domains that might be misrepresenting their designated reserve quantities."

The Prime Minister was no longer even looking at Alfina as he began giving orders to the bureaucrats. In response to his instructions, eight men and women began to move. Some officials started discussions with the Second and Third Princes. Even to Alfina, who was ignorant of politics, their movements felt coordinated, like a team.

In fact, she knew from previous meetings that the Prime Minister and his subordinates were working diligently. Confirming the stockpiles in preparation for a famine was surely the right measure to take, just in case.

Even so, was this truly enough to deal with an unknown calamity? The anxiety welling inside her grew with each passing day.

It was precisely because she had seen him solve the first disaster as if by magic that she couldn't help but think. *With this approach, they probably couldn't have prevented that last disaster.*

*Aren't they just doing what anyone could do, only more accurately than anyone else? Isn't investigating itself becoming their objective?*

Walking toward the door that led back to the sanctuary, she bit her lip.

◇◇

The heavy door closed before a bowing Clau. Alfina was now alone in the hexagonal room. In the cold, stone chamber, the girl instinctively wrapped her arms around her shoulders. In the center, a round altar held the prophetic crystal.

A red, magical energy wavered and rose from the transparent sphere, seeming to taint the very air in the room with its ominous presence. Fortunately, or perhaps not, there was no new reaction. In any case, this prophecy had already formed a clear image.

From the sleeve of her priestess robes, she took out a book. When she opened it, a bookmark with a pressed, reddish-purple flower appeared. She clutched it to her chest, left the table, and sat down on a small bed.

"I wonder what he's doing right now."

*Is he still at the academy?* An image of Ricardo came to mind, surrounded by girls like Mia and Rilka, who were so much closer to him than she was. She felt pathetic, shut away in a room by herself, facing an ominous crystal.

"Ricardo-kun..."

The whisper escaped her lips. During the first prophecy, when she had no one else to rely on, he alone had extended a hand to her. During the Shoken Festival, Hilda had tried to isolate her by forcing her to manage the courtyard that no one cared about. She had initially given up on the festival she was secretly looking forward to and accepted the role. But before she knew it, she was at the center of the festival, right alongside him.

"No."

Alfina shook her head. She had to fulfill her role. She had to prove the worth of her birth. For her beloved parents. That, in the end, was her own wish.

He had his own objectives. Although she didn't fully understand them, she knew that his dream was a very big one. After the Shoken Festival, when he explained the mechanics of stocks and holding companies, even her aunt, a powerful feudal lord, was left dumbfounded multiple times. She had also seen firsthand a glimpse of how busy his daily life was.

Furthermore, he disliked standing out. At the very least, it was clear he didn't desire the position of a hero who saved the nation in the slightest.

After the first prophecy was resolved, Alfina, worried that he was so poorly rewarded, consulted with Luiza. Encouraged by the words that dancing with the princess at an official function was the highest honor, she had invited him to dance. Looking back on it now, that was probably the wrong move, too.

She felt sorry about it, yet she was bewildered by the part of her that couldn't regret that action.

She had nothing to give him. She didn't even know what he wanted.

"If only you would wish for something, anything."

Alfina whispered to the bookmark. Her fingers, tightening unconsciously, slightly warped the shape of the reddish-purple flower.

◇◇

Two days after the shareholders' meeting. I walked down a deserted hallway and met up with Mia in the empty library, then entered the head librarian's office from the archives.

*It's just like a secret base.*

It was sad I couldn't call it a sophisticated hideout for adults, but the sheer messiness of the room only added to the atmosphere, so I couldn't complain. *How could the head librarian possibly get any work done in here? Oh, right, he wasn't doing any to begin with, so I guess it doesn't matter.*

"I've heard nothing about the prophecy."

The hobbyist, also known as the head librarian, said in response to my question. Alfina hadn't come to the academy for the last two days. It seemed she wasn't allowed to leave the sanctuary.

"She's a hero for her part in the last monster flood, isn't she?"

"Perhaps she got on the Prime Minister's bad side at the last festival. ...Just kidding. That duke isn't such an interesting fellow. He's the type who likes to compartmentalize things. If he thinks my specialty is irrelevant, he won't give me the time of day. Other than that, all he cares about is the budget and the budget."

I seemed to recall him complaining once about his research funding being cut.

"Well then, I want to know about the crystal's mechanism. How does it work?"

"The mechanism of the prophetic crystal, eh? I did look into it out of curiosity when I was at the court."

Fulsy stopped tinkering with his antenna.

"But what will you do once you know?"

"Senpai is worried about Alfina-sama."

"No, a power that shows the future is incredible, right? So..."

As a former twenty-first-century human who couldn't quite shake his scientific literacy, the word "prophecy" still felt unsettling. On a related note, I knew plenty of economic forecasts, which were prophecies that were so reliable in the sense that they were always wrong.

"What I found out is that no one is ever likely to understand how the crystal works. A magic tool of that class is a so called artifact. It's questionable whether it was even made by human hands."

"It's that much of a black box? But that ring you used before is also a magic tool, isn't it?"

"Well, that's true. In the sense that you channel magical power into it to get an effect, the ring and the crystal are no different."

Fulsy stroked his own ring. The circuit for channeling magical power, what you might call a magic circle, faintly emerged. I thought of them as a group of switches that could be controlled to some extent by responding to human will, but I lacked the aptitude to use them.

"Alfina... the current Oracle Princess is special in a way, right? For prophecies to be popping up this frequently, is it because of the user's aptitude, or is it an environmental factor? I want to determine that. For example, the crystal shows a sign when a prophecy is coming, right? If the frequency of those signs hasn't changed, but more prophecies are appearing, then it's due to the Oracle Princess's aptitude. If the signs from the crystal themselves are increasing, it means the environment is changing in a way that creates more situations that would produce prophecies, in other words, more calamities."

"You should have said so from the start. I have data on that."

Fulsy opened a cupboard. He handed me a piece of paper with numbers lined up in handwritten boxes.

"These are the records of the signs from fifty years ago up to five years ago. Across four generations of Oracle Princesses, the frequency at which the crystal glows has not changed. Mind you, there's a chance they were all just decorative figures with no aptitude."

"Alfina-sama said that this year, including minor ones, this is the third time," Mia interjected. *Is that information she got during their naked bonding...? No.* I see. According to the records, the crystal only reacted once a year, if at all. A frequency of three times in half a year was extraordinary.

"So there's a possibility the environment has changed in a way that's increasing calamities... In that case, it's just as I thought."

My eyes turned to the antenna Fulsy was holding.

"Indeed. Considering the hitherto unseen fluctuations in the western magic vein, it's possible a major shift in the flow of magical power is occurring. That lends credence to your hypothesis. Your way of thinking is as peculiar as ever. Instead of dealing with the disaster itself, you try to investigate the cause or the environment that creates it. Normally, people have their hands full just dealing with the disaster after it occurs. At most, they might prepare for what they think might happen."

*There was a world where it was possible to manipulate the environment with science and technology. Still, we could only react to large-scale disasters. And sometimes, that environmental manipulation created its own disasters in the form of things like pollution.*

"..."

"Hmph. My point is, don't be in such a rush. Let's get back on topic. We've established a measurement station in the west, simple as it may be. The antenna has been improved, and the paper's sensitivity is higher. And our measurements from tree rings, which could only go back thirty years, see here, can now go back eighty."

Fulsy proudly took out a sheet of black paper. The gradations on it were much clearer than the last one. With the corrections from the decay curve Mia helped create, it was apparently possible to read nearly a hundred years of magical fluctuations in places where red-leafed trees grew.

Seeing this clear progress, I calmed down a little. This project was almost too blessed with talented people.

"You're right, I was getting ahead of myself. But with this, couldn't we take measurements in the Empire too?"

"Straight to foreign affairs, are we? It seems your definition of 'getting ahead of myself' is different from mine."

*A world where technological innovation was happening by leaps and bounds... No, enough of that.*

"If the Empire is having trouble with monster damage, it must mean there's an increase in magical power from the magic veins, right? Doesn't that sound interesting as a long-term sample of the changes, Sage-dono?"

"Hrmm, that is indeed something I'd like to know. But can we obtain a sample?" Fulsy said, his eyes now completely those of a scientist. Mia looked at me with concern. No, I wasn't about to go play lumberjack all the way in the Empire.

"I'll try to sort that out with my connections as a merchant."

I would be able to discuss that very topic at a meeting later.

"Hoh, I'll be looking forward to it."

"Alright, next I have a question about the geography of this continent, including the Kingdom and the Empire."

"Do you even understand the flow of this conversation?"

"It's no use, senpai is..."

As I tried to spread out a map of the continent, the exasperated gazes of my two companions stabbed into me.
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			After leaving the director's office, I headed to the next location with Mia. We went up to the second floor and opened the door to a classroom normally used by third-year students.

"You're late, Vinder."

The moment I entered, I was met with the voice of Dalgan, who was sitting on a desk with his arms crossed.

"Hah, not only did he get promoted to Silver, but now he's an official purveyor to the western Grand Duchess. Getting a little full of yourself, aren't you?" Plural said with a twisted smile, her legs crossed as she sat in a chair.

"That's rich, coming from you, Plural. You were the first to raise your hand to recommend Vinder," Rilka said with an exasperated look.

"Well then, let's begin the second meeting. Of the mock shop holdings participant group, Central Garden."

Maria clapped her hands together sharply. She’s the most magnanimous person in this group. Her chest even sways from the force of her clapping.

"That name sounds like it's straight out of a romance novel for girls. And Maria-senpai, aren't you just an observer?"

"Oh, I thought Central Garden was a good name, since our relationship was cultivated in the central courtyard. Don't you think so?"

"Senpai, you were inside the school building at the time."

*It sounds like some kind of secret agency. No, coming from Maria, it sounds more like the name of a student council at an all-girls' school. I'll have to make sure none of us end up with strange titles.*

As you can tell from the attendees, this was a gathering of the members from the Shoken Festival. Dalgan had been the one to organize it, but for some reason, Maria-senpai was also participating. And she was the one running the show. When I first heard about it, I thought the group would just fall apart, having no common enemy or shared goal.

But I have to admit, it has begun to function as a place to exchange information on our various fields. It’s also meaningful when I consider establishing a trading company in the future.

When you think about it, our position as students is a real blessing. It allows this many people to share the same time and place. And we don't even stand out. *No wonder it ended up with a name that sounds like a secret agency.*

"The topic of discussion was trade with the Empire, wasn't it?"

"Yes, how are the trade negotiations progressing?"

"You know how the top brass of the Food Guild were all ousted one after another, right? Everything went back to square one, but it's finally starting to move forward again. Considering the bountiful harvest in the west, both the kingdom and the guild are probably eager to get things settled quickly."

The Empire shares a border with us across the great river to the northwest, so exporting from the west is the most efficient route. Food is heavy, after all.

"The Calest Company is based in Kurtheite, the central city of the eastern region, right? Why were they so determined to take the lead in trade with the Empire?"

"It seems there was a plan to export a significant amount from Kurtheite as well. That’s why he was so desperate to become the guild master. Thanks to that, we’re having a tough time taking over."

"—That doesn't make any sense. The area around Kurtheite is mountainous, which is rare for this country," Roston finally spoke up. Belmini wasn't here today.

Tuvil Mountain. By Earth standards, it stands at about 1,700 meters, not even half the height of Mount Fuji, but in the plains of the kingdom, it’s the highest peak. That is, if you don't count the mountain ranges to the east and west. Kurtheite is the largest city in the east, situated at the foot of that mountain. Incidentally, it’s an isolated mountain system, so no magic veins run through it.

The surrounding area is all plains. It shouldn't be a place known for abundant food production.

"Salt," Dalgan said with a look of contempt. "They mine rock salt at Tuvil. It’s essential for preserving meat, yet they jacked up the prices on us."

"That's right. The contract between Calest and the Empire was structured that way."

"The information from the Shoken Festival's ledgers supports that," Mia added, supplementing Maria's words.

"Is the Empire short on salt too? I heard they had an abundance of rock salt over there."

"They used to import rock salt from the Empire in the west. Maybe they can't get into their mountains because of those monsters or something."

"Isn't that a really bad situation? Is there something unusual about these trade negotiations? Maria-senpai."

Thinking about that military-like student corps from the Empire during the Shoken Festival, I couldn't help but be cautious.

"The core of the trade, exchanging food for mineral resources including magic crystals, hasn't changed. However, it seems they want to restrict their magic crystal exports for at least a year. Other minerals will remain at their current levels, though."

"Is that also because of the monsters?"

Magic crystals are naturally found in mountains with magic veins. You can also harvest them from the foreheads of slain monsters. This all connects to the food shortages and the salt issue we just discussed.

"Wait a minute. In that case, what is the Empire planning to sell?" Rilka shot her hand up. It was a very valid question.

"According to their envoy, they want to increase their export of timber. The kingdom is short on it, isn't it?"

It was true, a mountainous region would likely have an abundance of timber. Getting wood more easily would be great news for the Vinder Company too, since we need water wheels for our honey production. However, lumber is bulky. Transporting it must be a huge undertaking.

"It seems they have a plan to transport it to Kurtheite using the great river. That's probably where Calest was involved. If they can get timber to the eastern region, they stand to make a considerable profit."

"I see, water transport. ...Wait, coming from the Empire, wouldn't that mean they’d have to cut straight through the sphere of influence of a magical domain?"

I recalled the geography lecture Fulsy had just given me.

The continent is divided in two by a great river that flows from west to east through its center. To the south of the great river is a flat terrain sandwiched between mountain ranges. That's our Crownheite Kingdom. A nation of plains, an agricultural nation.

To the north of the river are two nations. The western half is mountainous and is the territory of the Empire in question. A nation of mountains, a source of mineral resources, especially magic crystals. A resource-rich country, you could say. And to the east is a land through which many rivers flow. It seems several cities along those rivers have formed a loose confederation.

If I were to compare it to the Romance of the Three Kingdoms, the Kingdom would be Wu and the Empire would be Wei. The eastern river country would be Shu, I suppose. Though the positions of Wei and Shu are reversed. Beyond that, across the river, right in the center of the three powers, is a wide mountainous region with a cluster of high peaks.

It's in a pivotal location between the three nations and borders the great river. It’s a place we can't ignore when considering future international trade. Even in a mountainous area, there are plains along the river.

If a city were built here, its location would make it the center of the continent's logistics. Militarily, it wouldn't be surprising if there was a battle for control. Naturally, I had asked Fulsy about it.

"Why has this place been left untouched?"

"Because it is not an environment humans can enter. The central mountain range of the continent possesses the densest known magic vein, the Sanguis Ulcanus, the Blood Mountains. It is home to high-level monsters that are incomparable to mere magic wolves. And the riverbanks you speak of fall within the sphere of influence of the monsters from the Blood Mountains."

"It seems pretty far away, though. Do things like monster floods happen there?"

"Not quite. It is the territory of large, winged monsters, wyverns being the most prominent. Flying requires a considerable amount of magical power, and high-level monsters have large magic crystals in their foreheads."

In other words, the great river, for all its potential, is rendered useless as an east-west passage because the sphere of influence from the Blood Mountains overlaps its central section. Wyverns, so something like a winged dragon. Not only is there an overwhelming difference in size, but getting attacked from the sky would leave you defenseless. As someone who was renowned as a dinosaur expert in my past life, I was intensely curious, but for the sake of self-preservation, I had no choice but to pass.

"No matter how much profit there is, if you get attacked halfway, it's all over. Surely they're not just going to float the logs downstream and say, 'come and get it,' right?"

"The Empire apparently says they have the know-how to repel monsters."

"Well, they do say that fighting monsters is a daily occurrence for them, and they have many that are more powerful than the ones in the kingdom, but..."

The pieces of information seemed to align, yet something felt off. Of course, it's rare for multiple sources of information to point in the exact same direction unless they've been fabricated. This concerns another country, so I should refrain from making any hasty judgments.

"That's right. If the Empire wants to export timber, would it be possible to get our hands on a red-leaf tree? A really big one. At least eighty years old, preferably around a hundred."

I remembered my promise to Fulsy. If we could understand the magical fluctuations in the Empire, we could grasp their situation to some extent. In the worst-case scenario, if the Empire were to be swallowed by a horde of monsters, the impact on the kingdom, from refugees to the cutoff of mineral resources we've relied on, would be immense.

"What do you need it for?"

"It's for an experiment with the Sage. I can't go into the details. I'm sorry."

The particulars of using tree rings to record magical energy were currently a state secret.

"Hmm. It will probably take some time, since the trade based on the new agreement won't begin for a while. Is that alright?"

"It's just a precaution, so I'm not in that much of a hurry."

When I said that, Maria smiled.

"If I recall, it was also 'just a precaution' when you had the Sage measure the Shoken Festival coins, wasn't it?"

◇◇

"The honeybees are dead?"

After a dizzyingly packed day, I returned home only to be greeted by trouble in my main line of business.

"Not in Leylia Village. It's one of the villages where we're teaching the technique."

"Were they attacked by other bees or something... How will this affect the production expansion plan?"

"They had only just moved the hives, so production hadn't started yet. Besides, the damage is apparently limited to just a few hives. It was originally a test in a Bertold exclave to see if we could use flowers other than milk vetch."

*Oh, that village.* It was essentially Grand Duchess Bertold's local domain, a territory maintained near the Royal Capital for her convenience when she stays here. We had started the project there ahead of schedule to take advantage of its proximity to the capital.

"The thing is, the village chief says that animals that ate the dead bees are also dying."

"Wait, that's really bad."

This was about more than just production. Animals are much closer to humans than insects are. What if the honey was contaminated with a pathogen or poison that could infect mammals?

"If the honey is toxic, we have a huge problem on our hands. Tell them not to eat any honey that might have been collected and to preserve the hives of the dead bees. The dead animals too. I need to go there myself and handle this with the highest priority."

"I'll contact them right away. However, young master, please wait two or three days before you go. Remi has been taken by the Bertold estate, so we're short on guards. No matter how peaceful the kingdom is, when we're making as much noise as we have been, we need to be careful about a few things."

"...I understand."

I guess trouble really does follow good fortune.

After Jacob left the room, I sat at my desk and let out a sigh. Trouble has far more friends than I do. It must be a real social butterfly. Damn all you popular types, just go explode somewhere. As long as it's far away from me.

The prophecy, the kingdom's factional strife, the Empire, and now trouble with my main business. I felt like I was being swept away by a torrent of information. But I couldn't afford to neglect any of it.

"I wonder if Alfina will be taking tomorrow off too."

I looked at a small cloth bag sitting on my desk. I picked it up and gave it a shake. It made a cheap, clattering sound. I hope I can give this to her before she leaves the capital.
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			"Claudia-sama. I think it is all right to relax a little more."

"No. In an unfamiliar place such as this, we never know what might happen."

Rilka spoke to Claudia, whose eyes were darting busily from one side of the main street to the other.

"For what it is worth, this is the capital's central street. I doubt anything terrible will happen."

It was just like Rilka to show such consideration for Claudia, as she was our guide. Then again, given who we had with us, she was not being overly cautious. Even with that personal alarm ring, its effectiveness is limited against the sort of person who just charges in recklessly.

"Um, was it really all right for me to accept this?"

Alfina, positioned between me and Mia, held a small pouch protectively with both hands.

"It is fair payment for your labor. You are receiving no special treatment," Mia, who had performed the assessment, replied. In truth, the pouch contained fewer than ten copper coins. That is not even a third of an hourly wage at a fast food restaurant in Japan.

The way Alfina handled the pouch, as if it were filled with jewels, was enough to make me feel awkward. That sum likely could not buy a single button on the clothes she wore.

This gap was a symbol of the difficult mission that lay ahead.

There was a reason we were all walking through the Royal Capital. It was one thing to give Alfina her part-time wages after she had finally returned to the academy, but then it came to light that she had no idea how to use money. A fact that was shocking, yet not entirely surprising.

Seeing Alfina ready to take the coins home and store them in a jewelry box, an after-school mission was hastily organized to teach her how to use money. But choosing where to go shopping was difficult. In any shop suitable for a princess, copper coins would be useless.

Since I, the one most accustomed to the world of copper coins, was useless in this situation, Rilka offered to be our guide.

And so we came from the noble district where the academy is located, down the capital's central street, to a crossroads between the merchant and artisan districts. To the east, we could see a public square along the road.

"How about here, Vinder."

"I see, the Forum."

The rectangular area was enclosed by pillars, with a flowerbed in the center and benches surrounding it. Several stalls were set up around the benches. The design reminded me of the ruins of a public forum in Rome. Those were a type of public works project built by ancient rulers to gain popularity with the masses.

Indeed, many citizens seemed to be using it. There were even couples here.

"The security is good here, and all the stalls are licensed, you know."

"You are a lifesaver. So, what do you recommend?"

It was a perfect choice for a princess's first shopping trip.

"Hey, you can at least handle the escorting from here on."

"There is such a thing as the right person for the job."

"Between me, a lady born with a silver spoon, and you, a commoner who clawed his way up from copper, you are clearly the right person."

The stalls lined up around the central flowerbed offered quite a variety. One was grilling meat, which you were meant to grab and eat with your hands. Not a chance. Another sold simple sweets like fried bread. *I remember those being incredibly hard.*

Then how about an item instead? One stall had enamel brooches arranged on a straw mat.

Maybe something like that would be good for her to wear on incognito outings like this one. *Speaking of which, I wonder how that one lawless shogun who loved to stage ambushes on his own vassals managed to get his disguise as a poor retainer.*

"So, what is the plan, senpai?"

"Well, haha. Ahem. Alfina-sama, is there anything you would like?"

With the exception of the person I asked, every girl there must have just branded me as completely useless. It's not right to make a princess who has never even used money choose, is it. This was a world away from the tea parties in the academy's gazebo.

"I will leave it to you, Ricardo-kun... No, that will not do, will it."

Alfina glanced at me with a troubled expression, but then she reconsidered and began to look at each stall one by one. She has a curious side to her, so perhaps she was enjoying this in her own way. We followed her slow, deliberate steps. We must have been a slightly surreal sight. Finally, the princess stopped in front of a single stall. Smoke was rising from it, carrying the pleasant scent of sizzling oil. I had expected her to choose something lighter, like some sort of pastry. This was a surprisingly bold choice.

"What is this food called?" Alfina asked the proprietor.

"Huh? You don't know yakitori? Where in the... oh, you are a noble lady."

The man's face clouded with confusion. Claudia started to step forward, but Rilka held her back.

"It smells wonderful."

"O, oh, we use chicken sourced from Dalgan... miss. The flavor is top notch, it is, ma'am?"

The proprietor, who had been intimidated by her Royal Academy uniform, seemed reassured by his customer's innocent demeanor and began his awkward sales pitch. *By the way, your customer isn't a noble. Ignorance is bliss.*

While I worried for the man's well being, Alfina placed her order. It looked like grilled chicken skewers made from thigh meat, seasoned simply with salt.

*Ah, I miss teriyaki. I'm a firm believer that soy sauce can turn any dish Japanese, but there's no way I could reproduce that ultimate seasoning. Not that there's any rice to go with it, anyway.*

The proprietor grilled the meat under the awkward pressure of Claudia's watching his every move. After receiving the skewer and handing over her copper coins in return, Alfina came back to us with a smile. We all followed suit and placed our orders.

The five of us sat on a stone bench, skewers in hand.

"Well then, time to eat...?"

Alfina held the skewer, a puzzled look on her face. I made a point of taking a huge, bold bite from my own skewer to show her. Just as the man boasted, it was not bad. So Dalgan deals in chicken, not just beef.

"Princess, I will prepare some cutlery at once."

Claudia offered, but Alfina just looked back and forth between the skewer in her hand and me. The grilled skewer held in her pale hand slowly moved toward her pink lips.

Pak...

Her adorable lips parted, taking in just the smallest, topmost piece of chicken.

"My, this is very delicious."

With a faint sound from her throat, Alfina pressed a hand to her cheek. It is amazing she can have a reaction like that from eating grilled chicken. The fact that it looks completely natural is practically a foul.

"Vinder, you scoundrel. What strange things are you teaching Alfina-sama?"

"This is just how you eat this kind of food."

"That is right. Even at meals, people eat bread with their hands, so please just let this slide."

Rilka and I tried to smooth things over. Come to think of it, the sandwich was invented by a nobleman. Maybe there was some rule about it being acceptable to eat bread with your hands.

Claudia glared at us, but she ultimately relented upon seeing Alfina's happy expression. In reality, while it was tasty, it was still just food stall quality. But with things like this, the atmosphere is a huge part of the experience. And more than anything, this was her very first purchase with money she had earned herself.

"That was delicious. But I am a little thirsty now."

"You are right."

I spotted another stall selling fruit water. Though it was called fruit water, it was nothing more than water with a drop of lemon juice in it. Still, it would be good for cutting through the grease in our mouths.

"All right, this is my treat. Everyone wait here."

"Ricardo-kun, please allow me to get it."

Just as I was about to use my money to make up for my earlier blunder, Alfina spoke up. The two of us walked over to a stall a short distance away. Our second shopping trip went off without a hitch, with the sole exception of the brazen old woman at the stall who mistook Alfina and me for a couple.

Holding containers made from the cut stems of some plant, thinner and softer than bamboo, Alfina walked beside me with a radiant smile.

"I have so many new experiences when I am with you, Ricardo-kun."

"You should thank Rilka for today."

"Yes. You are right. I will be sure to thank her later."

Alfina said, looking up into my face. Seeing her happy smile, I felt a little relieved. When I had seen her at the academy after so long, she had looked a bit tired. The prophecies must be a great burden. If she was able to refresh herself even a little, then that was what mattered most.

"By the way, Ricardo-kun, you will be leaving the capital tomorrow, will you not?" Alfina asked hesitantly. Had she heard about my business trip from the Grand Duchess?

"Yes, it seems a problem has come up with the apiculture. I am going to see it for myself."

"For firsthand information?"

The term I had taught her came from a classmate's mouth. It gave me a strange, pleasant feeling.

"That is right. There are many things you cannot understand without seeing them directly."

"Thank you for spending time with me, even though you are so busy."

"It is only a day's trip by carriage, so there is not much to prepare. If anything, Alfina-sama, I imagine you are the one with many burdens, with the prophecy."

I steered the conversation toward what was on my mind.

"That... It is all right. My role is almost finished."

Alfina said. The images flowing from the crystal were becoming clearer, if I recall correctly. That would mean the image of the calamity has already solidified.

So now they are likely examining potential disasters and formulating countermeasures. This is in the realm of politics, or perhaps administration. If the Prime Minister is personally overseeing it, the number of people and the amount of information he can access must be on a whole different level. But I knew there was more to it than that, which is why I noticed the faint shadow on her expression.

"Alfina-sama, why do you go so far for the Oracle Princess..."

"...!"

Just as I was about to ask, Alfina stopped walking. Between the pillars lining the square were several stone tablets. The one she had stopped in front of was particularly large. A relief was carved into the stone. The composition depicted about a dozen men and women in old-fashioned clothing resembling togas. Perhaps the subject was mythological.

Even my untrained eyes could see the impressive skill, but the content was a complete mystery. For example, what sort of artistic intent could be behind the blank space in the center?

"It is a magnificent relief sculpture."

Come to think of it, it is tactless to continue talking about work at a time like this. Alfina would probably be knowledgeable about its style and motifs.

"...Yes, it is."

Alfina offered a refined smile. It was as delicate and beautiful as the relief itself, and somehow just as fleeting...

"But we should probably head back. Everyone is waiting."

"Ah... them!"

Claudia was glaring at us, Mia had a judgmental stare, and Rilka was covering her mouth with a sarcastic smile. A variety of gazes were fixed on us. Alfina gave a small wave with the hand holding the drinks and headed back to the bench. I hurried after her.

*Today, let's just focus on helping her relax. The difficult conversations can wait until after I get back from my trip.*
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			"Ricardo Vinder-sama? Is that you?"

The village chief glanced back and forth between the letter of introduction I handed him and my face. The letter stated that I was the developer of apiculture. A boy of sixteen is hardly what you would expect. Besides, I have asked the villagers dispatched from Leylia to keep quiet about my role.

Since I am here on the lord's authority, I should be firm.

"I hear a particularly large number of bees are dying, but only in the hives set up on the east side of the village. I trust you have not eaten any of the honey from there?"

"No, sir. However, before we received your instructions, one of the village children... well, no harm was done. He only licked a bit that was on his finger. He is as lively as ever today."

The chief spoke sheepishly. It seemed it was not a poison that took effect in small doses. I felt a small sense of relief, but I still needed to consider any long term effects. This was a matter of safety. I had to proceed with the utmost caution.

"So, is it possible to solve this? The village has high hopes for this venture."

"At the very worst, we will introduce new plants for the bees to use as a nectar source."

Milk vetch, for instance, grows quickly once the seeds are sown. I explained that our terms remained unchanged. While we were in the trial phase, I would cover half the cost of growing the plants, and for the remainder, they could repay us in kind once full scale honey production began.

"So please, make sure to report any future abnormalities with complete accuracy."

"Understood."

The chief nodded deeply, his face clearly relieved. It is difficult to get people to try new things without these kinds of guarantees. Showing that you are willing to share the risk is important.

Most importantly, it would be a disaster if they hid inconvenient information. This business trip has a much greater significance than simply getting honey production on track.

"Now then, I would like you to show me the animals that died after eating the bees."

The chief led me to one of the larger houses in the village. He said it was the residence of the villager dispatched from Leylia. I see. So their high hopes were genuine.

*Let's see, what was his name again...*

I mentally reviewed the information on the person I was about to meet. Pedro was the third son of a farming family in Leylia village. He was an oddball who had been the first to volunteer for a mission away from his home.

Apparently, he had just been making his rounds to check the hives. A smart move. Any problem, no matter how small, could become a disaster, and his presence was also an effective way to calm the villagers' anxieties.

"Ricardo-sama. This is it."

Next to the house, in what used to be a barn, he showed me the carcass of a bird about the size of a pigeon. He said several had been found dead a short distance from the hive. They had even cut them open and confirmed the presence of dead bees. Impressive.

"Only birds? Have no other animals died? Frogs, lizards, or... mice?"

"We have only found dead birds. Actually, one of the dogs in the village gnawed on a dead bird, but it seems to be fine."

That was valuable information. So it affects bees and birds, but not mammals? No, perhaps the effect is just weaker on them. It was also curious that two completely different species, bees and birds, were being affected.

"This has been a great help. Tomorrow, I will take a look at the hives myself."

There was a lot to think about, but I was impressed by Pedro's unexpectedly thorough response. The room they had prepared for me was on the second floor of the village chief's house. It was practically VIP treatment.

*"If the dog and the human, a child no less, were fine, then perhaps there's no need to worry too much... Still, that combination of bees and birds bothers me. I'm sure there was a pesticide that worked like that."*

I murmured to myself while lying on the bed, which was made of straw covered with cloth.

*I think it was called fenithion. I remember it being toxic to a wide range of animals from insects to mammals, but it was especially potent against bees and birds. I doubt that exact substance exists in this world. But it's common for plants to produce toxins to keep from being eaten.*

*It's possible that some kind of chemical substance, a so called alkaloid, has traveled up the food chain from the plant to the bees, and then to the birds. This is even more likely when you consider that bees, by their nature, tend to gather nectar from flowers blooming in the same area.*

*If by some chance it is a chemical similar to fenithion, then it would be harmful to humans as well. I have heard it is a neurotoxin that some people use for suicide.*

*"Then there's the question of potency."*

Asking whether a substance is toxic in the strictest sense of the word is meaningless.

To put it in extreme terms, every substance we take into our bodies, including food, is a poison. Carbon dioxide is a toxic gas that can suffocate humans, but a certain amount of it is present in the atmosphere. The famous example of water comes to mind, too. And spices, that kick they have is a warning not to eat them.

So, poison is a balance between the effect per unit and the concentration at which it exists.

I had no intention of testing it, but if you diluted a lethal dose of poison a hundredfold and drank it once a day for a year, you most likely would not die. Of course, there are some chemicals that accumulate in the body instead of being processed, and there are cases like salt where excessive intake over decades leads to serious illness, so I cannot let my guard down.

"By the way. How are you settling in here?" I asked the next morning as we walked toward the hive in question.

"Hahaha, asking about that after a full day. That's just like you, young master," Pedro laughed, amused.

"Well, to be honest, this suits my personality more than farm work. Though I will admit, this whole affair gave me a bit of a scare. Mainly when I heard you were flying over here yourself, young master."

"Hey, you should be worried about other things."

Unlike me, he possessed the advanced communication skill of asking about a person's well being to start a conversation, but he was still an outsider in this village. If word got out that he was the one who spread a poison, it would not be surprising if he got mobbed.

As we neared the hive, I put on my protective gear, which was basically a three layered net worn over my head, and followed Pedro. The silk production techniques of this world mean it's quite heavy. Perhaps I should use something a little thinner and finer for the eye area. I will think about it later.

"This is the hive."

"I see. They're definitely dead."

About ten bees lay on the ground in front of the hive. One of them was still twitching convulsively. The bees that die inside the hive are supposed to be thrown out. For a death toll of roughly one day, it was certainly high, but it was only a tiny fraction of the whole hive. Should I be glad the poison was limited, or worried that it would be hard to analyze?

"Alright, first, let's find out what is different between these dead bees and the living ones."

At my words, Pedro deftly covered the hive entrance with a net and caught about ten returning bees. I took out the magnifying glass I had borrowed from Fulsy, an ultra high end model, I might add, and began my observation.

"I do not see any difference... What do you think, from the perspective of someone who's always looking at bees?"

I handed him the magnifying glass.

"Let me see. To my eyes, they do not look any different either......... wait a minute."

Pedro pointed to the leg of the dying, twitching bee.

"Is not the color here strange?"

"Is it? It does not look......... no, you are right, it is a little different."

I stared at the dead bee. There was a ball of pollen stuck to its leg. The living bees had normal yellow pollen balls. This one's was a faintly bluish yellow. It was a detail you would not notice unless you were looking for it. As a result of co evolution with pollinating insects, pollen is almost always yellow regardless of the plant, so this was rare.

Just then, a bee trying to return to the hive fell to the ground. I brought it under the magnifying glass. Sure enough, there was a difference in color.

"That's right. Bees do not just get nectar from plants, they get pollen, too."

I remembered aconite. It is famous as a poison in period dramas, and the entire plant, right down to its pollen, is toxic. The honey mixed with that pollen becomes poisonous.

"Pollen?" Pedro tilted his head.

"For bees, nectar is like bread, and pollen is like meat."

Though a comparison to milt is probably more accurate. Incidentally, in my former world, it was called bee pollen and sold as a health food. I have no idea if it actually worked.

"But, if that is the case... can we look inside the hive?"

"Understood."

Pedro skillfully removed a part of the hive's outer frame. Inside, wooden frames were lined up. The idea of these frames is the cornerstone of modern apiculture, but let's set that aside for now. I peered intently at the hexagonal cells within.

"Just as I thought. The larvae are dead in this section and this one."

Larvae eat pollen to grow. If the pollen was the cause, they would take more damage from the poison than the adult bees. Of course, many poisons only affect adults depending on their type, but this did not seem to be one of them.

"So you are saying this colored pollen is the poison."

"Yes. Now we just need to find the source... Since bees are only dying at this hive, the plant must only be in this area. Is there anything special about the surrounding terrain..."

"Hmm, the only difference from other places is that there is a small thicket of shrubs over there."

"Let's go have a look."

A vine like plant was wrapped around the shrubs, bearing purple flowers. Their venomous looking color made me hesitate for a moment.

Even with aconite, just getting near the flower should not be harmful. Besides, if it were that potent, there would be dead birds all around. The birds that died had eaten a large amount of pollen that the bees had packed together.

I was wearing gloves, so I should be fine. I plucked a stamen from behind the five petals. Taking out a piece of white paper, I pressed it against it. Yellow pollen stuck to the paper. Looking at it with the magnifying glass, it had a faint bluish tint.

"This is probably it. Let's feed it to some birds to be sure. Help me collect some pollen. Also, I am taking one of these plants with me."

"Collecting poison, huh? Haha."

Pedro made a face, but he helped me properly.

"Just as I thought."

"So that was the culprit?"

The next day, we found a dead bird at the spot where we had left bread crumbs sprinkled with the pollen.

"Does that mean the honey from the hives without this pollen is safe?"

"Yes. We now have a clear criterion to go by."

In reality, even the honey from that one hive probably contained only a minuscule amount of the toxin. It was probably at a level where overconsumption of salt would be more harmful.

But even knowing it was an unfounded worry, I could not get the thought of fenithion out of my head. When it comes to safety management, I want to do everything I possibly can. In this world where information travels slowly, if a rumor about poison were to spread, it could take decades to overturn.

Pedro was explaining to the village chief that they could resume apiculture by not placing hives near the shrubs, and that if they found a lot of dead bees, they should check the color of the pollen balls. Further confirmation came from the chief's words, "Oh, that plant? My grandfather told me it works as a bird repellent."

"This got sorted out faster than I expected," I said after the chief left, having clapped Pedro soundly on the shoulder.

"Honestly, young master, your wisdom always impresses me."

"No, this is all thanks to you, Pedro. You are so dedicated to the bees that you could spot such a tiny difference in color."

Besides, I was lucky this time. We had a clear indicator like the color of the pollen.

Still, seeing his relationship with the village chief just now, Pedro might have reached the answer on his own eventually. That was a reassuring thought.

"I will have to give you a special bonus once we have confirmed the solution."

"You do not have to do that. You went to all the trouble of coming here..."

"Do you not need enough income to start a family?"

"Well, haha..."

I teased Pedro, who was apparently close with one of the village girls.

"You do not need to worry about it. This is important for the company, too."

Pedro's personal achievement was one thing, but it was crucial to foster an organization where people do not hide dangerous signs when they find them. This case is the stuff of legend for our beekeeping business.

"For now, I will take one of these plants back to the Royal Capital for analysis, just to be safe."

"See? You are the one who is far more meticulous, young master."

Pedro laughed. It is only because I have knowledge from another world. If I did not know about a poison that specifically affects bees and birds, it is possible I would not have even given it a second thought.

If I work with Fulsy and Dalgan, I might learn something. Who knows, if we flip this on its head, we might be able to develop this world's first pesticide.
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			After returning from the village, I found myself at a meat processor in the artisan district. I had gone to ask about poisons that affect birds, and they ended up bringing me to Dalgan's workshop.

"So, you're saying you want to use honey instead of sugar?"

"Yeah. To preserve meat, you have to use a ton of salt. But if you use too much, you can't eat it without soaking the salt out. That's why high end products use about as much sugar as they do salt. And your Vinder honey is about the same price as sugar, right?"

Dalgan was pitching a business deal. Using sugar implied something more like ham, not just dried jerky. Without refrigeration, osmotic pressure was the only way to preserve meat. In fact, osmotic pressure is the very reason honey, a lump of sugar that would normally be a feast for bacteria, doesn't spoil.

When it comes to nature producing sugar versus honey, sugar is overwhelmingly cheaper. It might sound surprising, but sugar is the least costly of the three major nutrients to produce. Plants create sugar directly from water, carbon dioxide, and solar energy. They then use the energy from that sugar to go through the trouble of creating proteins and fats.

Plants convert the sugar they make into an easily storable form called starch. That's what grains are. Or they link sugars together to form strong fibers, the building blocks of their own bodies. This just shows how commonplace a substance sugar is for plants.

Conversely, obtaining a large quantity of high purity sugar is difficult.

Even in this world, it takes a vast amount of time and effort for people to cultivate plants like sugarcane in fields and extract the sugar. In the terms of my old world, it means high labor and land costs.

On the other hand, what about honey? To put it simply, honey is concentrated nectar, a thinly distributed form of sugar. If you were to purely calculate the labor required, its cost would dwarf that of sugar.

The key is that honeybees do most of the work. With bees as a low cost labor force, the honey gathered from the vast land outside the fields becomes a sort of bonus for the village.

Incidentally, animal husbandry has basically the same structure. It's the process of using an animal, like a cow, to convert a form of sugar that humans can't digest, dietary fiber, into meat.

In this country's environment, using our apiculture techniques, we can produce it at a price comparable to sugar, or possibly even cheaper.

"Besides, its unique flavor, different from sugar, might lead to new products."

*Right, there's that too.*

The difference between sugar and honey is whether it remains as sucrose or is broken down into fructose. Fructose, which is abundant in honey, has the property of being sweeter at low temperatures. That's why it's used in cold drinks.

On modern Earth, by the way, we had the technology to convert starch back into sugar, and even to break that sugar down into glucose and fructose, just like in honey. The result was a world overflowing with soft drinks, to the point of causing health problems.

*Honestly, just knowing the principles is no match for a specialist's application. I only remembered all that because he brought it up.*

"You're right. And our honey production is set to increase even more. But there is one problem..."

"What is it?"

I told Dalgan about the honey being mixed with pollen from poisonous plants.

"You'd normally worry about something like that? You wouldn't be able to eat anything."

"I know, I know."

"Well, as a business partner, that stupid honesty of yours isn't so bad. So, what do you need me to do?"

"Well, actually, I need some small avian species, um, some small birds, as test subjects to check the pollen's toxicity."

Dalgan listened to my request with a look of exasperation, but he agreed to procure some quail like birds for me. Once the director finishes marking the flowers I left with him, I can begin the experiment.

"Alright, business is concluded then. ...By the way, Vinder. Who's the one you're serious about?"

Dalgan suddenly asked, lowering his voice.

"Huh?"

"Come on, you're surrounded by an incredible lineup of beauties, aren't you?"

"No, no, they're not just out of my league. They're like flowers blooming high above the clouds."

"Don't try to hide it. I know you went on a date last week."

"That was, uh, you see... right, it was part of employee training, so to speak."

"So the highest of all those high peak flowers is your employee? That's impressive."

Dalgan teased me with a knowing grin. *Maybe I should have called her a shareholder.*

I looked across the street. Beyond the main road was the Forum, where we had gone for fun.

"I'm jealous, you know. The gallant Claudia-sama was with you too, wasn't she?"

"So basically, you're bitter that I didn't invite you? Come on, it was just a gathering of classmates."

"Hahaha, besides that... whoops, speak of the devil. Looks like someone's here to pick you up."

A petite girl with swaying black pigtails came running toward us. *Did she come all this way to get me? No, wait... it's strange for Mia to be in such a panic.*

"Senpai... Alfina-sama... A message came to the shop... she collapsed at the..."

The blood drained from my face at the words that came from Mia, who had arrived completely out of breath.

"That's serious. What's her condition now?"

"Ah, no, she's conscious and..."

Dalgan spoke up for me as I stood frozen. Mia, catching her breath, explained. She said Alfina had collapsed at the cathedral while facing the crystal and had been rushed back to the Grand Duchess's residence.

"They say it's likely from overwork. She insists she's fine and is trying to return to the cathedral, but the Grand Duchess is stopping her."

"But she was perfectly fine just last week. Besides, I thought she said the image from the crystal was already set..."

Mia's words brought a small measure of relief, but what followed was a wave of helplessness.

It had only been four days since our shopping trip at the Forum. I'd asked her a little about the prophecy then. If things were that bad...

"Am I that unreliable...?"

"Calm down. The fact that they sent a message specifically means there must be a reason, right?"

*That's right. What's the point of getting hung up on such uncharacteristic conceit? Stay calm.*

"R right. First, information gathering."

"Hey, what on earth are you talking..."

"He probably means he's going to visit her, so it's okay, Dalgan-senpai."

"Ah, well, that is what I meant, but..."

"Man, your choice of words was terrible."

*Even I thought that was a poor choice. You did a good job interpreting that, Mia.*

"Anyway, I get the situation. Go on, hurry. I'll make sure to get the birds ready for you. Some lively ones, so fresh they'd be delicious grilled."

"Ah, yes, please do."

*Right, we were talking about the pollen toxicity test. I can probably leave it to him. I'd heard the delicious grilled chicken from the Forum was supplied by Dalgan.*

*The Forum?* Something stuck in my mind, like a thorn in my throat. No, it wasn't about the grilled chicken. It was after that. When the two of us went to buy fruit water, and Alfina...

"Senpai, let's hurry."

"Ah, right. But first, there's something I need to check."

◇◇

"This is the relief, isn't it."

The arrangement and types of stalls were different from four days ago, but there was no mistaking the largest stone slab in the expansive Forum. I stopped in front of it. Mia still looked bewildered.

I stared intently at the magnificent relief carving.

About a dozen men and women stood in a row, dressed in archaic clothing. The composition was like that of the Olympian gods from Greek mythology, or perhaps the Twelve Apostles of Christianity...

"I see..."

I was reminded of the forums of ancient Rome. They had similar reliefs depicting groups of gods. However, the ones portrayed as deities were the members of the imperial family of the time. If that's the case, then the figures depicted here are...

"In short... this is a royal family photo..."

"Senpai? Yes, Rilka said this plaza was built jointly by the great nobles, led by the King and the Grand Duke... Ah."

"...What 'blank space with artistic meaning'."

The blank space near the center. When it was first made, a figure must have been carved there. It was chiseled away later. No wonder it looked so unnatural.

One more thing to check. I headed toward the second largest stone slab in the Forum. There were two, but it was, of course, the one placed to the west.

"Senpai?"

"...So it was a sentence of record erasure."

I slammed my fist on a stone bench. I was furious with my own stupidity. I should have gathered more proper information about Alfina's situation.
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			"I'm sorry. I always seem to make you worry, Ricardo-kun. But I'm all right. I'm just a little tired."

In a room in the grand ducal residence, Alfina spoke as she sat up in a four poster bed. She was fully conscious, and her words were clear. I felt a small sense of relief.

Still, on her skin, as white as porcelain, her blue veins stood out.

"I heard you collapsed while you were facing the crystal."

"...I thought if I could just get a slightly clearer image. I pushed myself a little too hard."

*Problem number one, the crystal places a burden on its user. What's more, the deeper one tries to see into a prophecy, the greater the strain. The more one tries to confirm information, the more energy it requires. This principle is universal, unchanging from physics to business.*

"Which means you were in a situation where you felt you had to do so."

"Senpai, right now..."

Mia tried to stop me. But I looked intently at Alfina.

"............That's right. We still haven't even been able to specify where the calamity will occur."

*Problem number two, their attempts to deal with the prophecy were not going well. And number three...*

"Alfina-sama, could you please tell me the reason you are so devoted to your duties as the Oracle Princess?"

I cut straight to the heart of the matter. Dalgan's words came back to me. Gathering information on people was a habit of mine, born from a constant concern for self preservation. In other words, collecting information from people was a form of investigation. That's why I had hesitated to look into someone I was close to.

If I was worried, I should have just asked her directly. I had already declared to the Grand Duchess that I would help. There was nothing to hold me back.

"Because it is a role that only I can fulfill."

If she failed to fulfill that role, Alfina, who carried the blood of rebels, would have no standing. But if that were the case, there would have been no reason for her to defy the king's will and publicize the previous prophecy. Of course, she was trying to fulfill her duty as an oracle to protect the people. There was surely no mistake about that.

I couldn't believe there was any falsehood in the worried expression she wore as she watched the villagers in Leylia.

"Regarding the prophecy, would it be conceited of me to think that I, too, have a role that only I can fulfill?"

"No. ......................We could never have prevented the last calamity without your help, Ricardo-kun. But I cannot rely on you for everything."

Alfina shook her head at my words.

"Besides, what happened this time is truly my responsibility for pushing myself too hard."

Those who stand above others bear the heavy responsibility of managing their own physical condition. I had no intention of denying that. But for that very reason, I wanted to lighten the cause of that strain, even if only a little. As a strategic response, that was the correct course of action... *No, that's not what this is about right now.*

I took a deep breath.

"Before coming here, I saw two reliefs at the Forum. One belonged to the royal family. We saw it together the other day, Alfina-sama. And the other belonged to the Grand Ducal House of Bertold."

"......!"

Silence fell over the room. I could see Alfina clenching the sheets tightly.

The reliefs were symbols of honor for the royal family and the great nobles who built the Forum, serving as a kind of family portrait. On each of the two reliefs, there was a section that had been erased. This meant that the figures depicted there were later treated as if they had never existed.

The emperors of ancient Rome were assassinated so frequently one might think it was their job, but few were subjected to this. It was a thorough form of punishment. The erasure from all records.

The two people, or rather, the man and woman who had been erased from the two reliefs were, of course...

What came next was not something I should say. I waited quietly for Alfina's reaction.

"My father... went against the opposition of everyone around him... to marry my mother. He never regretted it. And my mother was grateful to him until the very end..."

After a period of silence, Alfina finally spoke. I listened quietly without a word. Alfina haltingly recounted her life of confinement in the Royal Capital. She sounded lonely, but I could feel the strong love she held for her parents in her tone.

"No matter what anyone says, my father and mother were a happy couple. That's why..."

Alfina's parents were treated as if they had never existed, just like in those reliefs. Their marriage record in the cathedral had probably been erased as well.

"I don't wish to restore my father and mother's honor. I just want it to be known that a happy couple did exist, that's all..."

A nation is composed of many people with different standpoints. And a nation's policies must, in principle, be unified. Both of these are facts, and even I, who complains that this country's policies are too strict, too rigid, cannot deny them.

However, these two facts naturally contradict each other. Someone always gets the short end of the stick. Take Pedro from the other day, for example. As a manager of apiculture, Pedro showed exceptional talent. He has what you might call an aptitude for change. But he probably wasn't like that as a farmer.

Within the way of life of a village centered on agriculture, which values repetition and stability, Pedro would have been a problem in many ways. This isn't an issue of the village being too conservative or Pedro being inconsiderate.

When many people act as a single organization, it is, to a greater or lesser extent, inevitable. There are ways to mitigate it, just as Pedro found his place through beekeeping. One of the goals of the general trading company I aim to create is to increase the number of such niches.

But that is merely a matter of making things better. It cannot be reduced to zero.

In the first place, I myself have lived within a stability created as a result of such sacrifices. That was fundamentally the same not just in this world, but in my previous one as well. I'll change it because I don't like it, but I can't deny it as evil.

So, it's fine for Alfina's father to be shunned. If his presence is a problem, it can't be helped if he's removed by force. As long as it's understood to be out of necessity, I think even heartlessness is unavoidable.

To say "don't do that" is to ask of others what I cannot do myself.

But to act as if something that existed never existed at all, that is going too far.

"............"

"The couple erased from the reliefs, their forgotten child contributes to the nation as the Oracle Princess. That would serve as proof that their marriage was not a mistake, is that it?"

It was absurd logic, turning cause and effect on its head. It might even be akin to the hysterics of a child who cannot accept reality.

"............Yes. It is my own selfish wish. That is why..."

*That's why I can't cause trouble for the rest of you.* So that was it.

"Yes, that's your ego. It seems I have no reason to help you, Alfina-sama."

"Yes..."

"Senpai!?"

"In that case, let us begin by identifying the location where the calamity will strike."

"Ricardo-kun?"

"Senpai??"

Mia, who had been flustered, and Alfina, who had been looking down, both stared at me with bewildered eyes.

"There is nothing strange about it. Nations and individuals each have their own standpoints, circumstances, and wills. And that is fine. Alfina's ego, as long as it exists as an ego, has a right to exist. That is a fact, just as it is a fact that your parents existed. And if I find your ego disagreeable, I will use my own ego to obstruct it."

The nation has an ego. I have an ego. The two clash. One cannot deny that egos exist, nor that they will clash. It is simply the way things are. Otherwise, it wouldn't be an ego.

And then, whether through negotiation or battle, I will deal with it in the most efficient way possible. This is what I call self preservation. But my principle of action this time is a little simpler.

"Ricardo-kun. That is why..."

"My reason for lending my strength this time has nothing to do with you, Alfina-sama."

I declared. Alfina's expression became one of desperate thought.

"Is it because you are thinking of the country, Ricardo-kun..."

"No. It is much simpler. I am grateful to Claus Bertold and Sophia Fellbach. For the reason that they brought a friend of mine into this world."

*I'm a loner, after all. So the shape of my ego is a little different. The value of a single friend is, relatively speaking, enormous. Just like how a single copper coin is precious to a poor man. What's more, she is...*

"!"

At my declaration, Alfina lowered her head.

"Now then, for the sake of my own selfish reasons, let's have that information."

I said. Alfina's shoulders trembled as she looked down. After a moment, her head moved in a slight, vertical nod.

"First, the prophecy... What is it, Mia, why are you pushing me. We were just about to--"

"I get it. I get it. I fully understand that you're being your usual twisted, strategist self. Please just step outside the room for a bit, until Alfina-sama has calmed down."

Mia kicked me out of the room. *That's strange. All I did was state my own desires.*

It was fifteen minutes later that Mia opened the door and permitted me to reenter.
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			"I heard from my father. This newly minted Silver Company has quite a bit of influence, doesn't it?"

"I'm an investor."

*Maria said it sarcastically. She could say whatever she liked. The cooperation of the Food Guild Master’s family was essential for this matter.*

"An investor, you say, but that's with that turnip... I mean, 'stock' system, right? And Mia is one of the investors too. That's different from any investor I know."

After a maid from the residence served tea to the gathered members, bowing to Mia and me before leaving, Rilka spoke up. "For the Grand Ducal House, it's just like a game, I suppose."

Maria then added with a placid look, "We have lent money to Vinder, you know. If the worst should happen, I wonder how we would collect?"

"No, no, my dear creditor. We will pay you back, I promise. More importantly, let's get to the main topic. As part of Kenwell, you must have been informed of some of the details."

I directed the conversation toward the Food Guild Master's eldest daughter.

"That information only went as far as my father. Having Luiza-sama here as well... I'm afraid to even imagine what we're about to discuss."

"We must maintain secrecy. Think of me as your chaperone," Luiza said, making things sound even more frightening. Well, considering the importance of the topics we were about to handle, it couldn't be helped.

Three days after my visit to Alfina, I had gathered the members of Central Garden at the grand ducal residence.

"Why don't you stop being so mysterious and tell us. What's the purpose of this unofficial meeting?" Plural asked, leaning further back in his chair than usual, perhaps out of deference to Luiza. I nodded as if to say, *Good question*.

"A certain city in this kingdom is about to face starvation, and I want to do something about it."

"What did you say?"

Just as I got to the point, Dalgan had me repeat myself. *A hard-of-hearing merchant is as fatal a flaw as being socially inept. Then again, maybe he only has selective hearing for inconvenient things. Perhaps that’s actually a trait suited for a merchant.*

"H-Hey, wasn't Central Garden just... a social group for the mock shops at the Shoken Festival?" Belmini said, shaking Rilka's shoulder. Rilka simply patted her head with a troubled look.

"I had a feeling this would happen, but getting involved with you really does lead to the most extraordinary situations," Roston said, officially designating me as a man of excessively high volatility. I wished he wouldn't.

"I'll explain everything properly. The truth is..."

I began to explain to the stunned group the prophetic image Alfina had described to me. The prophecy that starvation could strike the northern part of this kingdom. I added that Alfina had pushed herself to the point of collapse, expanding the scope of her vision until she could faintly make out something like a city wall.

"A prophecy, hmm. Considering what happened last time, it's not that I don't believe you. But as far as we know, there are no signs," Maria said.

"That's right. The grain harvest immediately affects meat prices. We haven't heard anything like that either," Dalgan added, and the other three nodded in agreement. It was the same conclusion the royal palace's planning council had reached. Their data must be reliable.

"I know, but a poor harvest isn't the only cause of starvation. And given the nature of prophecy, the starvation will occur as the result of some disaster."

I had grasped the outline of the data gathered by the palace council thanks to the Grand Duke, who had stormed the Chancellor's office over their failure to manage Alfina's health, with Mia in tow. At the very least, their analysis of crop yields was thorough, and I concluded that if they couldn't predict it with that data, there was nothing we could do on that front. The Chancellor was likely a competent man, at least when it came to tasks like this.

Which is why we needed a different approach. And this is where merchants come in. It was time to show them the power of the private sector.

"I see. So you're saying some sudden event will cut off distribution, and a city will face a food shortage," Maria deduced. Before modern times, famine was often caused by factors other than an absolute lack of food. Even if other regions had a bountiful harvest, people in one area with a poor harvest could starve.

For this case, I had already ruled out war and civil unrest from the start. There was a large river in the north, but a flood was also unlikely. It didn't match the prophetic image. I considered the spread of a crop disease, like the Irish potato famine, but there wasn't enough time for a pathogen to propagate. As for locusts, there was no precedent.

"Also, considering the image of the starving people, it's likely they are also suffering from health problems due to an excess of minerals and potassium."

Even though I had only heard it described, the image of starvation had a powerful impact on me. After all, I came from a country of gluttony where nearly half the food was wasted, only to be reborn in a rich agricultural nation.

"Potassium?"

"Ah, my apologies. To put it simply, it means that region is likely to be short on not just food, but salt as well."

During a famine, people lack not only food but also the salt they get from it. This deficiency, combined with an excess of potassium from eating things like grass by the roadside, causes a synergistic depletion of sodium in the body.

The starving child Alfina saw. Scrawny legs, but with unnaturally swollen feet. That figure, like a hungry ghost suffering from edema, was a strong indicator. However, the famine was predicted for autumn or winter. People lose less salt through sweat than in summer, so we have to consider the possibility that salt itself is also in short supply.

"So why were we gathered? What do you want us to do?" Rilka asked.

"Right. I want to evaluate each region's vulnerability to famine along two axes. One, its food production and stockpiles. Two, the magnitude of the impact assuming its trade routes are blocked. We'll multiply these two factors to create a crisis prediction map for the cities."

"Th-That will be a huge amount of work. Besides, this year's harvest data for every region is..." Belmini said, her voice trailing off uncertainly.

"We have documents with the harvest yields and food stockpile status for each region, compiled by the royal palace's planning council. It’s a first-rate report, produced by the Bureau of Agriculture and supervised by the Kingdom's Chancellor."

"That's an incredible thing to have. It must be a state secret. It's the kind of data we'd kill for."

"Indeed, which is why I can't show it to you directly. And please be aware, we will burn it when we're done."

I looked at the only noble present. Luiza would be in charge of managing the documents. *Mia’s memory? Keeping her abilities a secret takes far greater priority.*

"So we're the ones to investigate the roads. I see. When it comes to the flow of goods, we know more than the officials do," Rilka said, making a fist with a snap of her wrist.

"That's right. And if it's for the princess's sake, we can't refuse to help," Dalgan said.

"Well, I suppose we have to repay the favor from the Shoken Festival," Roston added.

The members of Central Garden were suddenly fired up. It was a shame I hadn't brought Alfina along for her own safety, but these were words I wanted her to hear.

The members launched into a heated debate, tracing information through their family connections and acquaintances when needed. As a result, several vulnerable cities were identified.

"Tori, Basher, Pomrus, and Kurtheite," Maria said, listing the names. They were all cities dependent on very limited distribution routes due to their location and surrounding terrain. The other members nodded. I glanced at Luiza. The sound of rustling paper filled the air before she shook her head.

"According to these documents, none of these cities seem to have any particular problems."

Cities, with their large concentrations of non-agricultural populations, are inherently vulnerable to famine. That's precisely why their administrators focus on stockpiling food. Generally, larger cities boast more abundant reserves. The disaster was set to occur around harvest time or just before it. Assuming it was just before, that would be the time of year when stockpiles are lowest, but even so.

"Basher and Pomrus are in the south, if anything. The largest city in the north is Kurtheite. It's surrounded by mountains, so it relies heavily on external supplies."

The disaster was predicted to come from the north, a fact we couldn't ignore. The Royal Capital is in the center of the long, east-west kingdom, with Bertold to the west and Kurtheite to the east. Compared to the capital and Bertold, Kurtheite is situated further north.

"But according to the documents, their stockpiles are fine. It's one of the kingdom's major cities, but they have secured enough reserves for their population. Besides, Kurtheite is adjacent to the Grynisias Ducal territory, which is a model student when it comes to food reserves." Luiza shook her head, documents in hand. The Chancellor and Kurtheite were neighbors and political allies. They would surely cooperate if anything happened.

"Geographically, though, it's still a problem. For example, if a landslide were to block this road here, Kurtheite would be isolated. Its link to the Chancellor's territory would be cut off too," Plural said, pointing at the map. Kurtheite was located at the foot of a mountain, with only one major road leading south from the city. Of course, it quickly connected to many other roads, but if that single choke point was severed, it would be a very bad situation.

"Hold on, they produce rock salt there. That place has nothing to do with the salt shortage Vinder mentioned," Dalgan interjected.

"That's right," Plural agreed.

That had come up during trade discussions with the Empire. In a way, it was the least likely place in the entire kingdom to suffer a salt shortage.

"Looking at the data, Kurtheite will be fine on its own, food-wise," Luiza stated.

On the map, it looked like the perfect candidate. But if the data denied it, we had to follow the data. *I need to look at this objectively. It is the headquarters of the opposing faction, after all. I might subconsciously want to target it.*

"So, Kurtheite is fine, then?"

I was about to move on to consider the other cities.

"No, that's not necessarily true this time." "The situation there is... special."

Maria and Roston spoke at the exact same time.
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			"What do you mean, Kurtheite is a special case?"

At my question, Maria and Roston glanced at each other. Roston gave a small nod, and Maria began to speak.

"What I’m referring to is a matter of timing. You remember our discussion about the rock salt trade with the Empire, don't you?"

"Ah!"

Rock salt is exported from Kurtheite.

"I see, trade with the geographically distant Empire. And through limited, state-run channels. That means shipments are consolidated as much as possible. Am I right, Maria-senpai?"

"Yes. Salt isn't under the Food Guild's jurisdiction, so I don't know the full details, but most of Kurtheite's salt is scheduled to be shipped out soon. The Calest Company, which managed the business there, was hit hard and seems to be struggling financially, so they're in a rush. For Kurtheite, they can always replenish their salt supplies quickly."

"So, what if they can't get into the mountains for some reason?"

"Regarding salt, their situation would likely be far from abundant. I don't know if it would lead to an outright shortage, though."

"I understand. What about you, Roston-senpai?"

"My concern is about the food supply."

Ruitsa looked over the documents again. "According to this data, they have enough stockpiled for the city's population. Even if contact with the ducal lands were cut off, they could hold out for half a year or so."

"The problem," Roston said, "is the people living outside the city."

*What does he mean? If anything, food should be more plentiful outside the city.*

"Kurtheite is mountainous, which is unusual for the Kingdom. They can mine minerals like rock salt and harvest valuable forest products. The whole reason for the plan to transport Imperial timber to Kurtheite is because they have a forestry hub there. By the way, those truffles you mentioned, Vinder, they can be found there too."

"I see."

I looked at the map again. Numerous villages were clustered near Kurtheite, nestled in the mountains. Moreover, many of them faced the mountain ranges rather than the plains. Both mining and forestry require a massive workforce.

"There is a significant population around Kurtheite that isn't engaged in agriculture."

I thought back to the last disaster. If the kingdom hadn't taken action, I had planned to evacuate the villagers to the nearby city of Bertold.

"Depending on the type of disaster, Kurtheite could become isolated at the same time it experiences an influx of refugees from the surrounding areas. In that case, the food supply..."

I looked at Mia.

"Calculating based on that assumption, both food and salt would be depleted very quickly," Mia answered in an instant.

"So Kurtheite is our prime candidate." I had reached my conclusion.

"This is the worst," Ruitsa said. Of all places, it had to be the main stronghold of the opposing faction.

"What are you talking about? If we warn them now, they can prepare extra food and salt, can't they? The Eastern Grand Duke and the Chancellor are on good terms, right? Remember during the Shoken Festival, Chairwoman Hilda and Leonardo-senpai were..."

"If only they would actually listen to an opinion coming from our side," I muttered.

Certainly, it would be ideal if we could arrange for food to be sent from the well-stocked ducal lands to Kurtheite beforehand. But there was a high probability they would misinterpret our intentions and assume it was some kind of scheme. If they thought we were using Alfina's prophecy to fuel our factional dispute, they wouldn't lend us an ear.

"The fact that we don't know the exact nature of the disaster hurts, too. It makes our warning less convincing."

"Why? It seems perfectly clear to me. Anyway, it doesn't matter what the reason is, if the goods don't arrive, the result is the same."

"Well, Rilka," Belmini said gently, "not everyone is as straightforward as you are."

"Ugh. Don't make me sound like a simpleton."

"Don't worry, you're still much better off than Senpai."

"That's no consolation at all. The very fact that I'm being compared to Vinder makes it sound like I'm already a lost cause."

*What do you mean, a lost cause? I'm perfectly aware of that myself, thank you very much.*

"We will continue to investigate the nature of the disaster," I said, collecting myself. "But assuming it is going to happen, is there anything the Food Guild can do?" I asked Maria.

"We're talking about the population of Kurtheite and all its surrounding areas, right? And we can't let them know our intentions. That means the scale of what we can do is very limited. We only trade in surplus goods. Stockpiles are under the direct authority of the local lord. We can't just sell to them the way we do to ordinary citizens. The cost would be prohibitive, too."

"You're right."

For example, if we manipulated the market to lower food prices around Kurtheite, the Grand Ducal House might just try to buy it all up. It would be the opposite of the tactic Hideyoshi used at the Siege of Tottori. But compared to making them buy the same amount of food directly, it would require many times more capital. And we wouldn't get that money back.

"What about the rock salt?"

"Like I said, the Food Guild and the Salt Guild are separate organizations. The Calest Company just happened to be involved in both because of their location. Hmm, maybe we could interfere with the new head of the Calest Company and delay the transport a little. But my word alone won't be enough."

"I understand. We'll need Her Grace the Grand Duchess to make a move on that. In any case, let's report the conclusion we've all reached."

If the shipment is delayed, Kurtheite will retain a reserve of salt. That's much better than a double whammy of food and salt shortages. A lack of minerals ravages the human body far faster than a lack of food. Even if people survive, the severity of the aftereffects would be on a completely different level.

"You're right. I'll report everyone's hard work to Her Grace. Vinder-kun, you'll be coming with me."

I nodded at Ruitsa's words. If the disaster leads to famine, delaying its onset will buy us more time to respond. Of course, not letting it happen at all is the best outcome. But if we only assume the best will happen, we won't be able to achieve even a better situation.

"Hold on. I know this is a bad time, but the birds are ready. I can deliver them the day after tomorrow. The Director's office is fine, right?"

As I was about to leave the room, Dalgan stopped me. He was right. We were dealing with live animals for that experiment, and if we waited too long, all the preparations would go to waste.

"You're right. I'll check the Director's schedule, but please aim for the day after tomorrow."

*Ugh, seriously, why am I so busy?*

"Yo, an experiment, was it? If you're using birds, isn't there something I can do to help?"

"Yes, of course, but are you sure? The members here are hardly sitting idle. They're all heirs to Silver-ranked companies, after all."

"Yeah, I don't know what you're doing, but I know a thing or two about handling birds."

"That would be a huge help."

Just having someone who can butcher a bird makes a world of difference. That's right. My workload has increased, but so has the number of friends willing to lend a hand. This is no time to complain.

I lightly bumped my fist against Dalgan's outstretched one.

◇◇

"I see. So this is the result of your work as a merchant, as you put it."

"Ricardo-kun. Ricardo-kun, you are truly..."

When I explained Central Garden's conclusion, the Grand Duchess stared at me intently, while Alfina's eyes grew moist.

"No, no, this conclusion is thanks to the cooperation of everyone in Central Garden."

"I am aware. I shall consider a reward I can bestow."

"I must thank everyone properly."

It seemed neither of them had any objections to our findings. In that case, the next step was...

"We've listed three particularly dangerous cities, but our primary candidate is Kurtheite. Is there any way you can get the Eastern Grand Duke and the Chancellor to take action?"

As I said this, the Grand Duchess turned her face away with a huff.

"Why must I bow my head to those I must save? The Chancellor as well. I just had a run-in with him the other day to acquire that very data. Yes, if Kurtheite were to be destroyed, it would make things a little easier for us."

"Please, you have to do something."

"If politics were as simple as saying such things, it would be a much easier business. Well, they likely will not take it seriously, but I shall leak some information that will make that vain man anxious. As for the rest..."

She was just teasing me, apparently. I had no choice but to leave the negotiations to Her Grace, the great noble. In fact, it was the last thing I wanted to do. My stomach ached just from talking to people I didn't know.

"Aunt-sama, I will also go to persuade Duke Grynisias. You had a disagreement with the Duke recently, did you not, Aunt-sama? I believe my presence would be helpful."

"But..." the Grand Duchess hesitated.

This was the same Chancellor who had pushed Alfina to the point of collapse. I wanted to stop her too. There was also the question of responsibility if our prediction turned out to be wrong. Alfina already bore enough responsibility for the prophecy as it was.

"The prophecy is my duty. Yet I have allowed Ricardo-kun and the others to bear so much of the burden. Besides, I believe the Duke, at the very least, is not a man who would neglect his public duties."

"Well, it is true he is easier to reason with than the Eastern Grand Duke, but..."

Indeed, without the accuracy of that data, we never could have reached this conclusion.

"Besides, if I am there, I can push things through by citing the prophecy. We cannot let them learn of Mia's power, can we?"

"Alfina-sama."

I had no choice but to swallow the words I was about to say to stop her.

"It will be alright. There is nothing for me to be afraid of now."

Alfina beamed. Looking closely, I could see the color had completely returned to her cheeks. It was good that she was well again, but that sort of unfounded confidence was setting off my own self-preservation alarms.

"Speaking of which, I hear you passionately wooed a bedridden Alfie."

"Wooed Alfina-sama? I have no memory of doing such a thing."

"Oh? Did I not tell you that when I call her Alfie, you may also address her so informally?"

"That was strictly a matter between you and I, Your Grace."

"If you wish, you may even call me 'Aunt'."

*There's no way I can tell her I already do in my head. Though in that scenario, I'm her 'uncle'. Besides, if I actually called her 'auntie', my head would probably go flying.*

"A-Aunt-sama, you are making Ricardo-kun uncomfortable. But, now that you mention it, he did call me Alfina back then..."

"Senpai? When did that happen?"

Blushing, Alfina looked up at me for some reason. That was in the heat of the moment, it just felt like the right thing to do. It was only that one time. Now, Mia’s sharp, reproachful stare was boring into me. The Grand Duchess, smirking behind them, was absolutely infuriating.

"A-Anyway. I'm leaving matters at the royal palace in your hands."

I said, trying to escape their combined gazes. There was no way I could win. From a shareholder's perspective, the three of them held nearly two-thirds of the 'Vinder' voting rights.
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			A single flower, arranged in a water jug, sat upon the thick table.

An unusual splash of color decorated the laboratory. But with the three of us gathered there, an old man, an athletic type, and myself, there was no way we could strike any kind of balance. Besides, the flower itself was just another piece of experimental material.

To my eyes, it was just a purple flower, but I imagine to someone with the right kind of sight, it would appear to glow faintly.

I pictured the genetically modified plants I had seen in my former world, the ones that emitted a green fluorescence. *Come to think of it, Green Fluorescent Protein, or GFP, was a major Japanese discovery. It allows you to visualize specific proteins or cells within a living organism. It was a revolution in biology.*

What we were about to do was similar, though not nearly as complex a technique. If anything, it was closer to that elementary school experiment where you have a flower suck up ink-colored water. To put it in more difficult terms, it was a pharmacokinetics test on an animal subject.

"Making me do your strange bidding again. Surely you're not unaware of how precious even a fragment of a magic crystal is." Fulsy said, rattling the water jug. *Man, that 'Sage' title is convenient.*

"Oh, come now. You were quite eager to help, weren't you?"

"Hmph. I just happened to feel like it," Fulsy said with a wry smile.

"...The Sage is actually helping you," Dalgan muttered under his breath.

"No, no, it's just that this is completely beyond my abilities. Think of it as an industry-academia collaboration."

From an outsider's perspective, it looked like I was ordering around a teacher and an upperclassman. *This is not a good look for me.*

"Stop using words I don't understand. Fine, whatever. The bird's ready."

"The flower has been soaking in water with a magic crystal fragment for three days now. It should be well suffused with magic," the two of them said, looking at me. It was time to begin the experiment.

"First, let's confirm that the pollen has been marked with magic."

I took the purple flower from Fulsy, removed a stamen, and tapped the pollen onto a sheet of black paper that reacts to magic. After a moment, I brushed the pollen away. The spot where it had been was now exposed, a bright white mark on the paper.

"Looks like it worked."

"Heh heh heh. An experiment like this would be impossible without the sensitivity of my specially made paper," Fulsy puffed out his chest with pride. He was right. The sensitivity of his custom magic-reactive paper was an order of magnitude higher than standard paper. Without it, we could never have detected such a faint trace of magic. Dalgan tilted his head.

"I've heard of pollen being poisonous, but what's this supposed to tell us?"

"Well, what I want to find out is whether this pollen's poison affects the nervous system."

By marking the pollen with absorbed magic and feeding it to a bird, we could track the magic to see where the poison was carried inside the body. It was the same principle as administering a drug marked with a radioactive isotope to an animal and tracking its movement via radiation.

"Huh. Never heard of a method like that. Magic really is something else."

"Don't worry, this is the first I've heard of this method, too. As always, where do you even get these ideas..." Fulsy tapped his temple, but it was clear the look in his eyes had changed.

"I'll say this once. It's just a common plant, not some magic tree. The magic will dissipate quickly."

"If it lasts two or three hours, I think we'll be fine."

"It's dead," Fulsy said, poking the quail-sized bird we had fed the pollen to. Poisoning a small animal isn't a pleasant feeling, but it couldn't be helped.

"Dalgan-senpai, if you would."

"...Yeah. Leave it to me."

Dalgan didn't look too well, either. That was only natural, seeing as his own product, a foodstuff, had been poisoned. I felt guilty about that, too. But neither I nor Fulsy had the skill to butcher a bird. Dalgan drew the butchering knife he had brought with him.

Like a master chef filleting a fish, he removed the various organs from the small bird with fluid, practiced movements. He arranged them on a thin sheet of glass, keeping them as close to their original positions as possible, then placed the glass on the black paper. All that was left was to wait.

Judging by the reaction time of the pollen, it wouldn't take long.

"...That's odd."

Looking at the results, I tilted my head. The digestive tract glowing was to be expected. But the pollen was still in its stomach. Digestion had barely begun. Then why did it die? *Could it be like potassium cyanide, turning toxic upon reacting with stomach acid...*

"The other spot that lit up is this small organ. There seem to be several of them. What is this..." Fulsy wondered aloud. The black paper showed six or so white patches, shaped like uninflated balloons.

"Ah, it's no surprise you don't know. Those are air sacs. They're like bags attached to the lungs. Don't taste good, though," Dalgan explained, ever the butcher. *Huh, so these are air sacs. This is the first time I've seen them.* After all, mammals don't have them. The trachea and esophagus are connected, but if food got into the lungs that easily, birds would constantly be suffocating. So, did it work like potassium cyanide, reaching the stomach first and then acting as a gas?

No, pollen is a powder, light enough to be carried by the wind. Hmm...

"In the end, there was no reaction in the nervous system," I noted, confirming that the areas beneath the brain and along the spine remained black. I felt a small wave of relief.

"I'm sorry, senpai. For making you do such an unpleasant task." I said to Dalgan as he washed the blood from his hands. His face still looked a little pale, which I noticed only because he was usually so vibrant.

"Nah, it's nothing. More importantly, was it useful?"

"Yes. Now that we know the pollen's poison affects the respiratory system, one of my main worries has been put to rest." If it had been fenthion, the nervous system would have been impaired. But these results showed the battle was over long before the nerves were ever affected.

"Well, I'm used to seeing dead birds. It has been a while since I killed one myself, though... It just brought back a bad memory."

"A bad memory?"

"Yeah. From when I was eight, the first time I had to kill a bird." I suppose the heir to a meat company can't afford to be unable to kill an animal, but that was some spartan upbringing.

"Being just a kid, I couldn't bring myself to do it cleanly. In the end, before I could even use the knife, I just strangled it. The way this bird died... it was exactly the same."

"I see."

The air sacs were like pumps attached to the lungs. The poison acted on them, causing it to suffocate.

"We've waited quite a while, but there's still no reaction in the brain or spine," Fulsy announced.

"Thank you. With this, I'm certain."

That was as far as we could go. We had determined the bird's cause of death. While I couldn't prove it wasn't toxic to humans, it was probably safe.

"I'll arrange the honey transaction as quickly as possible. I'll have enough for your prototypes delivered by tomorrow. Please consider it a thank you for today's help. Is there anything you require, Director?"

"Hmph. The knowledge that magic can be used in this way is payment enough."

It was valuable knowledge, but since I lacked the means to execute it myself, there was no harm in the Director knowing. It wasn't my original technique anyway, merely an application of existing principles.

"You're a generous man, Vinder. Alright then, let's eat."

Dalgan, now fully recovered, trotted over to his bags. He pulled out a bundle and set it on the table where the bird's carcass had been moments before. As he unwrapped it, a savory aroma filled the lab. *Wait a minute, is that...*

"Yakitori...?"

"Mmm-hmmm..."

We all groaned at the sight of the skewered meat, which was wrapped in leaves that resembled bamboo.

"This is how we ward off bad luck in the meat business," Dalgan declared, chomping down on a skewer. *I see, aversion therapy.* Swept up by his vigor, Fulsy and I also reached for the meat.

"Well, I mean, it is delicious," I managed to say. I thought I wouldn't want to look at meat for the rest of the day, but humans are animals too. Our response to food is apparently hardwired. Still, my stomach felt a little queasy.

"This makes me want some wine," Fulsy mused. *So in the end, I'm the one with the weakest constitution, huh...*

"Ricardo-kun. I heard you were in here... Eek! Wh-what is all this..."

Alfina, who had gone to the trouble of entering through the library, covered her mouth as she took in the carnage of the laboratory. Behind her, Clau, Maria, and even Mia filed in.

What the ladies saw were three men eating yakitori next to the dismembered corpse of a bird. Fulsy was sipping wine, and Dalgan was in the middle of a lecture on how to prepare various parts of a bird, gesturing with a skewer at the dissected body.

Stuck between them, I sat with a skewer still in my mouth. *This is pure chaos.*

"Ahem, ahem. So, the Grand Duke of the East refuses to listen. In other words, he wants no interference in the governance of Kurtheite." Fulsy said, hastily putting away his wine cup to listen to Alfina. The glare from Claudia behind her was even more terrifying.

"However, Duke Grynisias did say he would at least keep an eye on the situation, in case something happens."

"How are things with the guild?" I asked Maria, who, even after witnessing that gruesome scene, maintained her calm and gentle expression.

"I did what I could as the Food Guild. I supplied the villages around Kurtheite with food at a slight discount, and I pestered the new head of the Calest Company... I managed to disrupt their logistics a little and delay their rock salt shipments. Neither is what I'd call sufficient, though."

"You have done wonderfully. As the one entrusted with the prophecy, I offer you my deepest thanks," Alfina said, commending the members of Central Garden. Including the initial analysis, this success was truly their achievement.

In the end, they had managed to leave a small reserve in Kurtheite's salt stores, which were supposed to have been empty. They had also slightly improved the food situation in the surrounding villages.

Was it enough? Of course not, the situation remained precarious. But their speed was impeccable. As for my own efforts, however...

"Ultimately, we can't take direct action without knowing the true nature of the disaster."

I scratched my head. We had considered various disasters that could befall Kurtheite, but no solid hypothesis had emerged. Even when we came up with one, we had no way to verify it. A landslide was the best we could guess.

That day, we cleaned up under the somewhat cold gazes of the women and went our separate ways.

◇◇

Several days later, news reached the Royal Capital that Kurtheite had been isolated by a giant magical beast that had appeared out of nowhere.

Helpless, all I could do was watch as the Second Knight Order departed for the east. A dragon suddenly attacking and cutting off all traffic around Tuvil Mountain. Who could have possibly predicted that?
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			"Claudia-dono..."

I was at a loss for words, looking at my classmate who appeared no different than usual. No, it wasn’t that we were on speaking terms to begin with. It was because a small mourning badge was pinned to her chest.

The other day, the decimated Second Knight Order had returned. An order of knights has many members of noble birth. The officer class is filled with the heads of noble houses. Many students at the academy had relatives who were killed in action. After all, the order numbered five hundred regular knights. Of course, the exact number of casualties hasn't been made public, but the atmosphere at the academy told me the damage was considerable.

*It might be at a level where the organization can no longer be maintained.*

"Clau, you truly do not need to push yourself so hard at a time like this."

Alfina showed her concern for Claudia, who was acting bravely despite her brother being killed in action and her father being gravely injured.

"You are still recovering, Your Highness. I cannot leave your side at a time like this."

I won’t flatter myself by saying I could have predicted this. The kingdom only has records of dragon attacks as old legends. However, according to the information Fulsy obtained, a faint reaction from a magic vein had appeared on Tuvil Mountain. Since the Second Knight Order was dealing with a monster flood, it was only natural for them to focus on the magic vein’s reaction.

Magic veins erupt from the upper parts of mountain ranges, so one could predict that the concentration near the summit would be quite high. In the first place, a high-ranking monster like a dragon could not possibly linger without a magic vein.

For my part, I felt that despite having predicted a continental-scale fluctuation in the magic veins, we had still acted too late.

The calamity had already occurred. Due to the dragon that had settled on Tuvil Mountain, Kurtheite was now isolated. We knew of at least three surrounding villages that had been destroyed. Not only the dispatched knight order, but merchant caravans traveling to and from Kurtheite had also suffered losses. It seemed the dragon would spot anything moving from the summit and attack it.

A circular, no-man's-land had formed around Tuvil Mountain.

In the end, all we could do was slightly delay the salt transport and improve the food situation in the villages around Kurtheite. Let us pray that the villagers who fled to Kurtheite have at least some small surplus of food.

According to the Grand Duchess, the fact that we had advised her beforehand that Kurtheite was the land of the prophecy has prevented Alfina from being blamed. That was a relief, but the problem was that if things continued like this, the famine would become a reality.

Indeed, Alfina’s face was terribly grim. It likely wasn't just because of the tragedy that had befallen her aide. In this situation, how should I act. Or should I not act at all.

"So, Riccardo-kun..."

Alfina looked at me, finding it difficult to speak. In her graceful hand, she clutched a single envelope. It was a plain one, the kind merchants might use to correspond with each other. But I could see a rose crest engraved on the wax seal.

"Prince Craig, the commander of the Third Knight Order, wishes to speak with you, Riccardo-kun. To be honest, he has asked many times before. He said he wanted to talk with the one who recommended him for the subjugation. My aunt and I had been putting him off."

"His Highness the Third Prince, you say..."

*Surely this isn't some kind of payback for forcing the monster subjugation on him. Come to think of it, I also pushed the Imperial Prince on him during the Shoken Festival.* Getting dragged into factional disputes between princes would be unbearable. It was a danger that couldn't even compare to assisting the Fourth Princess.

Alfina and the Grand Duchess had been blocking him, but the situation likely no longer allowed for it. Now that the Second Knight Order had been defeated, the only force capable of dealing with the monster, aside from the First Knight Order which could not leave the Royal Capital, was the Third Knight Order. Indeed, expectations for the Third Knight Order and Prince Craig, who had quelled the previous monster flood, must be high.

"Um, Riccardo-kun. I can refuse for you..."

...Looking closely, I saw that Alfina’s fingers were gripping the letter so tightly they might crush it.

"I understand. However, I don’t believe I can be of any help..."

I hurriedly reached out my hand. But I had no idea what they wanted from me. After all, my military knowledge was zero. Coming from one of the most peace-addled nations in the world, I was hopelessly lacking in that kind of aptitude.

But that was precisely why information was necessary. No matter how much I wished for it to disappear, the dragon wasn't just going to vanish. Without information on it, we couldn't possibly deal with it. The problem is when obtaining the information itself is dangerous, or when the very act of obtaining information invites danger.

"...I understand. Thank you very much. And, I have one more request..."

Alfina glanced beside her. There stood our fellow classmate, the female knight, with a grimly determined look on her face.

"I know I am in no position to ask this, but I wish for you to allow me to accompany you to the meeting with the Third Prince."

Claudia bowed her head to me. Whoa, whoa, it’s one thing for the princess, but it’s not right for a count's daughter to bow to a commoner. Wait, what?

She must have thought I was about to refuse, seeing me frozen there. Claudia bowed her head even lower.

"I am completely ignorant about the knight order. It would be a great help to have someone lecture me on the way to the garrison."

When I said that, Claudia’s head shot up.

"That would be a great help."

"I am glad for you, Clau. ...Um, Riccardo-kun. Do you not require a lecture on Prince Craig? I have had little interaction with him, being in the cathedral, but I do know a little of his character..."

"Yes, please, I would greatly appreciate it."

I replied to Alfina, who was appealing to me with a mysterious intensity. He was an eccentric, after all, one who would go out of his way to become commander of the smallest, the Third Knight Order, and even personally lead the charge in subjugating monsters in the frontier. I wanted all the information I could get.

◇◇

"This really is an encampment."

I sighed at the sight, which was exactly as Claudia had described.

A small fortress located just across the river from the Royal Capital. The garrison of the Third Knight Order had a much more rugged atmosphere than I had expected. Incidentally, it seems that for an army to cross this river without permission is considered an act of rebellion. I can only hope the Third Prince isn't fond of rolling the dice.

The carriage stopped, and I stepped out onto grounds about twice the size of a high school field. Tents were lined up around its perimeter. If not for the knights in armor who were training, it would have looked like a sports festival was about to be held. Even to my untrained eyes, I could tell the members of the knight order were on edge.

Moving through the middle of soldiers in combat mode was beyond terrifying.

"Let’s go, Vinder."

"U-Understood, Claudia-dono."

Walking side by side with Claudia felt strange, but I was truly glad she was with me.

At the very back stood a particularly large pavilion, with a flag bearing the Third Knight Order’s crest, a mountain cat, flying above it. Two knights guarded the entrance. After I handed them the letter of introduction, we went inside.

"Your Highness Prince Craig, it is a pleasure to..."

I was about to bow my head toward the back of the tent when I noticed the seat there was empty. A man in a knight's uniform strode toward me. I thought I was about to be frisked, but instead, he clapped me on the shoulder.

"We finally meet. Riccardo Vinder."

His sharp face, with his hair cropped short, was tanned by the sun. Despite his medium build, he gave off an incredibly lean impression. His knight's uniform also looked ordinary. It wasn't gaudily decorated with medals. Well, the rose crest engraved on his chest was intimidating enough on its own.

Still, if he’s a prince, I wish he would dress in a way that makes him a little easier to identify. I’m the type to accidentally forget things like formal speech.

"Your Highness. On this occasion..."

"This is a war camp. There is no need for complicated greetings."

It seems he’s the type who doesn't let people finish their sentences. I can’t bet my life on those words alone, but he was exactly as the character profile Alfina gave me described. I was embarrassed that I’d suspected it was an exaggeration.

Of the two men who appeared to be his adjutants flanking him, the slender one brought over a chair. It was more of a camp stool than a chair. I realized they were using items that were easy to transport for military campaigns. The prince also sat on an identical one.

Incidentally, the stares from the two knights were terrifying. They were probably thinking, what is this commoner doing face to face with our commander.

"Understood. Then, regarding the purpose of my visit today. I cannot imagine how a petty merchant such as myself could be of service to Your Highness, the hero who saved the country from the monster flood..."

"Hahaha, that’s a rather amusing joke. You two, this man is the one who sent me to subjugate the monster flood. This time as well, he was the one who correctly identified Kurtheite as the place where the calamity would strike."

I had tried to flatter him, but he cut me off before I could even get started, and then gave me a hell of an introduction.

"You are too kind. It was thanks to the devoted efforts of the Oracle Princess and the decision of Her Grace the Grand Duchess. And with the cooperation of the many companies run by my seniors at the academy, my own contribution is something that would have to be counted from the back."

"I see. In that case, I would like to borrow that abnormal wisdom the Grand Duchess Bertold speaks of."

He finally let me finish my sentence, but he completely ignored my words.

"First, an explanation of our situation. You have heard about the defeat of the Second Knight Order, correct?"

"Only the rumors circulating in the city and..."

I glanced behind me. It was clearly strange for Claudia to be standing behind me, but compared to facing the prince, it didn’t feel so strange. What a strange situation.

"To be honest, it was a rash military expedition. They were likely impatient, having had their achievements stolen by us during the last monster flood. However, even if they had been better prepared, the outcome of defeat would not have changed. The enemy is that powerful. And that’s putting aside Count Adele’s judgment."

The prince looked at Claudia. Claudia’s brother had died in this campaign, and her father had suffered grave injuries, including broken bones in his arm and ribs. Normally, he should be praised for fighting bravely in a national crisis, but it seemed that was not the case.

"Please wait, Your Highness. My father is naturally responsible for failing to stop the hasty expedition and for the defeat against the monster. However, my father never once behaved in a cowardly manner."

Claudia said. Her father was being blamed for having directly caused the defeat. While the knights fought bravely on the front lines, the count, who was managing the laborers in the rear, was said to have been the first to flee.

The story was that he had caused what is known as a collapse from the rear.
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			"My father would never behave in such a cowardly manner."

Claudia pleaded with the prince, her eyes full of earnestness. According to the retainers who were with her father, Count Adele had not fled. On the contrary, he had confronted the dragon that suddenly attacked from the rear and was injured. *But that's just testimony from his own people, isn't it.*

"Hmm, I never doubted the count's honor as a warrior, but..."

"Yes, exactly. The blame for the defeat was forced upon my father."

"However, the laborers the count was supervising fled at a speed that would have been impossible had they waited for the official retreat order. And while many knights died in battle, the count himself was helped by those same laborers to escape the battlefield. I must say that these facts remain unchanged."

"Th, that's..."

Claudia fell silent. *Huh, is that it?* To put it bluntly, all Claudia had said was that she and her family believed in her father. That was likely true. The possibility that he was being used as a scapegoat to cover for the defeat was entirely plausible.

But others don't know her father the way she and her family do. Suppose there are enemies who are trying to maliciously frame Count Adele, and on the other side, there is Claudia and her allies who believe in him. In between them is a vast number of people who fall into neither camp.

She can only see the malicious enemies and the allies who believe in her. But the majority in the middle don't know Count Adele as well as his allies do. And unlike his enemies, they don't have any particular malice or reason to doubt the count.

In that situation, simply asking them to believe is ineffective. To move the undecided, you need clear, undeniable facts. Indeed, while the prince's expression was hard to read, the gazes of the two adjutants beside him were severe as they looked at Claudia.

"As I said, the Second Knight Order's losses were too great. The attrition rate exceeds thirty percent. It will take time to rebuild."

As if to say the conversation was over, the prince turned to face me. The Second Knight Order has five hundred combat personnel alone, equipped with weapons and armor that can be enhanced by magic. For a single beast to devastate a force of that size, the dragons in this world must be the real deal.

The Third Prince explained about the dragon, named Heyreit. The Knight Order, attempting to approach Tuvil Mountain, was first met with a surprise attack by Heyreit. The dragon dove from high in the sky, completely catching the knights off guard. It extended wings woven from magical energy from its arms and could freely alter their shape, allowing it to fly with effortless changes in speed. Its maneuverability was something this world, which lacked any form of air power, could not possibly handle.

Furthermore, it had unleashed a high-temperature breath attack as it dove. That single strike resulted in over ten casualties. When Heyreit landed on the ground, it was said to be the size of three or four military carriages. *Those military carriages I saw lined up in the square earlier. They were as big as vans. So this thing is basically the size of a Tyrannosaurus, no, a Giganotosaurus.* More knights fell to the tail and fangs that it swung with a speed belying its massive frame. The commander of the Second Knight Order decided that fighting on flat ground was impossible and immediately began to retreat.

Fortunately, the dragon did not pursue them. It seems to be true that there's a limit to how far they can operate away from a magic vein. Incidentally, the scorched bodies were not recovered. That, I was told, is how it earned the name Heyreit, the Glutton Dragon.

After giving up the fight on the plains, their attempt to assault the dragon in its mountain nest was even more tragic. Their magic-infused armor, when charged with magic, is said to be lighter than leather and stronger than metal, but they couldn't use horses. By hiding behind rocks and trees, they halved the enemy's mobility advantage, but the breath attack that Heyreit had used only once on the plains was now unleashed repeatedly, turning dozens of knights into cinders. It was a tragedy because even their magic-imbued armor couldn't protect them.

"That is the record of the Second Knight Order's defeat, or rather, their valiant battle."

*No wonder this is being kept from the public. This information is too much for a commoner like me. My first instinct was that I'd rather not have known.*

Diving from an altitude arrows can't reach and breathing fire, that's just unfair. On top of that, it can perform high speed flight, sharp turns, and even hover. Just hearing about it, I can tell it's an unbeatable opponent. In a world that doesn't even have guns, it's like trying to fight a fighter jet. And the fact that it can hover means it also functions as a combat helicopter.

A giant monster possessing the abilities of flight and fire breath, which are utterly beyond human capabilities, is rampaging around the kingdom's second largest city and its surroundings. Moreover, its aerial mobility makes it untouchable on the plains, and attempting a guerrilla war in the highlands means fighting on the enemy's home turf, right on a magic vein.

There is a high probability that Heyreit is what I suspect, a descendant of dinosaurs. The speed and stamina mentioned in the story support this. Living in the highlands where magic veins are dense, I can predict its respiratory system must be specially adapted.

"A defeat of this magnitude will shake the balance of power in the royal court. The Knight Order is desperate to save face. It's not just Count Adele. It has even gone so far as to blame the miners who served as mountain guides and laborers."

"What in the world?"

I couldn't help but scowl.

"Miners from the rock salt mines were mobilized for the battle on Tuvil Mountain. While the Knight Order suffered many casualties, most of the miners managed to escape. They're saying that's suspicious."

"They're not combatants, so of course they would."

"As I just said, the argument is that they were able to escape because they had already started fleeing before the retreat order was given. The laborers were the ones who carried Count Adele. The suspicion, therefore, is that the count abandoned the Knight Order to save his own skin and fled with them. The knights were supposedly thrown into disarray by people fleeing from behind them, and that's what caused the battle line to collapse."

It's certainly strange if you look at it that way, but based on what I just heard, I can't bring myself to blame them even if they were the first to run. Count Adele, as a military officer, might have to accept responsibility as a consequence, but pinning it on the conscripted miners is just cruel. You can't expect non-combatants to remain calm on a battlefield. I'm confident I'd wet myself if I were there.

Besides, if they were miners accustomed to working in the highlands...

"That's just..."

"So, what is the plan now?"

I cut Claudia off. She would only repeat herself. Besides, I still didn't know why I had been summoned here. This wasn't the time to be making assertions.

*What does this prince, a knight commander, want from me after giving me all this heavy information?*

"Naturally, I will be going. The First Knight Order cannot be moved from the Royal Capital."

The prince said it as if it were obvious. In contrast, I could see tension flash across the faces of his two adjutants.

"I believe the Third Knight Order wasn't very large..."

"It was half the size of the Second, but it has been reinforced somewhat after the predictions of a monster flood in the west. It's now a little over sixty percent of their strength."

So, two-thirds the strength of the defeated Second Knight Order. In terms of knight count, that's just over three hundred. The Second Knight Order must have had more experience, too. Thinking about it logically, it's impossible. It's like going on a suicide mission.

"You did say that rash actions were a bad idea..."

My unspoken question was whether he had some chance of success.

"There are two time limits. The first is Kurtheite's food supply. The blockaded city will run out of food sooner or later. I heard from the Grand Duchess that thanks to your efforts, they have a certain amount of surplus. Even so, it only extended their supply by about a month. According to the Chancellor's calculations, they have two months, three at most."

*So it wasn't very useful, but I guess it was better than nothing.* Still, unless Heyreit is driven away, the outcome will be the same.

"And our job is not to slay the dragon, but to escort the food transport to Kurtheite."

"But, that's..."

I tilted my head. Including the neighboring ducal territory, there is food available in the surrounding area. But if they could transport it, there would be no problem. And ultimately, if they can't defeat the dragon, the crisis won't end.

"That brings us to the second time limit."

The prince frowned.

"There is talk of accepting reinforcements from the Empire."

"The Empire...?"

"Yes, they claim to have the know-how to repel dragons. Apparently, dragons sometimes come from the Blood Mountains. So they are prepared to dispatch a unit. If we supply them with food, their reinforcements will come."

"Isn't the Empire suffering from monster attacks of its own? If they can fight a dragon, that must be their most elite unit. I can't imagine they have the leeway to dispatch troops to another country."

"They claim they can drive it away with a unit of about two hundred men. They say that high-level monsters can't easily replenish their magic on a weak magic vein, so if they inflict a certain amount of damage, the dragon will fear magic depletion and retreat back to the Blood Mountains."

I see, so the story about higher-level monsters consuming vast amounts of magic is true.

"That's a very generous offer, considering we're not exactly allies..."

"Of course, it's not for free. They demand a supply of goods that the Empire lacks, starting with food and rock salt. This is separate from normal trade. The numbers are..."

The prince glanced at one of his adjutants. I thought she seemed slender for a soldier, and then I realized she was a woman. The figures she recited were quite substantial. While not everything had to be paid upfront, the amount of food alone would be enough to deplete the kingdom's stockpiles.

"That's a considerable amount. And on top of that, the Imperial army would be crossing through our territory all the way to Kurtheite, wouldn't they."

"Yes, that's what it would mean. And that's the problem."

"I want to avoid letting the Imperial army deep into our eastern territories, and I want to avoid creating a situation where we couldn't handle a disaster without borrowing the Empire's power. Of course, the Knight Order's pride is not the top priority here, but the risks are simply too great. Furthermore, there's no guarantee this will be the last dragon attack, nor that the Empire will send aid next time. At worst..."

"They could use the intelligence on the kingdom gained this time, along with the food we give them, to..."

They would gain knowledge of about seventy percent of the kingdom's main routes to Kurtheite. On top of that, it would come with the propaganda that the Empire defeated a monster the kingdom couldn't handle. It's a terrible prospect.

But as long as we can't deal with the dragon, the kingdom's strength will decline and internal unrest will grow. That's also a major problem. So, it's only natural that people would emerge who think we should accept the Empire's offer.

"Even the Chancellor resisted at first, but he's now leaning toward accepting it as unavoidable. He's never been fond of spending money on the military."

"Two time limits..."

It's a pincer attack from both domestic and foreign pressures.

"Based on these conditions, I believe Heyreit must be repelled by the kingdom's own hands. Of course, that is only if it is possible."

The prince said this and looked at me. *Hold on, what do you expect from me? I've only just now grasped the situation.*
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			"You predicted the last monster flood and narrowed down the site of this current disaster to Kurtheite. Furthermore, according to the Grand Duchess and the sage, you’re even preparing to monitor large-scale fluctuations in the magic veins. The last monster flood in the west and this dragon attack are likely both related to such fluctuations. For someone like you, I thought you might have some kind of strategy. Come to think of it, that one-plate lunch I had the pleasure of trying at the Shoken Festival was also a style I’d never seen before."

*I see. So that’s why I’m being so ridiculously overestimated.* Claudia gave me a pitying look. Being an object of her sympathy was certainly a rare experience.

In reality, I’m just an ordinary person with knowledge from another world. And Earth didn’t have any dragons. However…

I looked at the prince. He was willing to take a risk himself against an incredibly dangerous opponent. *I have my doubts about that, coming from a member of the royal family, but isn't this the kind of cause that makes you want to help?* I despise risk, especially the life-threatening, incalculable kind. That’s precisely why one must show respect for those willing to bear that risk.

I recall that even in my old world, it was considered common sense in many countries to respect soldiers. Perhaps that was the reason why.

Based on the information I now had, two possibilities came to mind where I could apply my other worldly knowledge.

"My knowledge is limited, but there are two suggestions I can make. However, both are merely hypotheses at this stage, and they would have to be verified by the Knight Order."

"Tell me," Prince Craig said, leaning toward me.

"First, is proving the miners’ innocence."

"What!?"

My words had apparently surprised him. I explained the conditions of a high-altitude environment. Tuvil Mountain is over 1,800 meters tall. At such an altitude, people from the plains begin to have trouble breathing. In this kingdom, which consists mostly of flatlands, this is likely not common knowledge, at least not among the general populace.

"The air is thin?"

"Yes, at an altitude like Tuvil Mountain’s, the air is thinner than on the plains. Simply put, it becomes harder to breathe. I confirmed the location of the rock salt deposits on Tuvil. It’s a very harsh place, situated above the mountainside. The miners are accustomed to that thin air. Could that not be the reason they were able to escape faster than the Knight Order?"

"To suggest it was caused by the unique high-altitude environment is hard to believe on the spot…" one of the adjutants said, his face full of doubt.

"The knights of the Second Knight Order did mention that their bodies felt heavy on the mountain. We had assumed it was only natural since they couldn’t use their horses and were climbing uphill," the prince said, looking at his other adjutant.

"That matches the testimony we gathered from the miners. We had assumed they were just making excuses out of fear of punishment…"

"In that case, fighting on the mountain means we would be at a further disadvantage," the prince growled. Although the dragon was bound to an area near the magic vein, the only way to fight one that could fly freely was to climb the mountain that served as its base.

"There is a way to mitigate that disadvantage. Please show me the map."

As I asked, an adjutant spread a map out on the table.

"Let’s see… Marel Summit, located midway between the Royal Capital and Kurtheite, should work. You’ll need to train there for ten days, two weeks if possible. As for the methods, you should ask the miners. They likely have their own know-how for acclimatizing to high altitudes."

It was what we called high-altitude training. *That technique was used to improve oxygen intake at high altitudes before competing in events on the plains, but the basic principle is the same.*

"Wait. You want us to take ten days for a training method we’ve never heard of when we have so little time?" the female adjutant said. But the prince raised a hand to silence her.

"Just as this man said, we simply need to verify it. Dispatch a few of the imprisoned miners and some knights from the legion to this mountain. We will judge whether what he says is true based on the results."

The prince had given the answer before I could even suggest a method for verification.

"Yes, I believe that is an excellent decision."

"If what you say is true, then the miners’ cooperation will be indispensable for the subjugation. And…" The prince looked past me. "As a result, it will also prove what Count Adele’s actions truly were."

If the miners fled after the Knight Order was defeated, then it wasn’t a rout. And if it can be understood why the miners, in such a desperate situation, did not abandon Count Adele but carried him out, the truth will naturally come to light.

"Vinder…" I heard Claudia’s voice from behind me. *Hey, it's not my fault if the truth turns out to be "the count was the first to flee."*

"Hmm… and what is your other strategy?"

"It’s a countermeasure against the dragon’s flight capabilities. There are two key points. First, based on the dragon’s behavior, it’s highly likely its ability to fly is achieved through a combination of both magical power and muscular strength."

From what I’d heard, the dragon’s wings were woven from its arms using magic. The dragon alters the shape of those wings to achieve its maneuverability. It is subject to aerodynamic, physical constraints. The fact that it flaps its wings also tells me that its lift is generated using muscle power.

If its magical wings possessed some kind of anti-gravitational force, for example, it should have evolved in a direction that would make such flapping unnecessary.

In the first place, it consumes large quantities of creatures like humans because it cannot subsist on magic alone. If that thing belongs to any biological lineage I know of, it would possess the ability to generate more than ten times the energy per unit of body weight as a lizard, and would naturally require ten times the food.

I wouldn’t be so confident if the dragon’s wings grew from its back independently of its arms, but from what I’ve heard, that’s not the case.

If there is a struggle for survival among magical beasts, it’s more advantageous to evolve in a way that utilizes existing abilities. Evolution is fundamentally about becoming "better than before." The means may be the chance of mutation, but the struggle for survival forces it.

"And so…"

"It means that damage to the arms that support and move those magical wings would be effective. If you can break its arms, it will lose its ability to fly, even if it still has magical power."

"That’s not an unreasonable argument. But the dragon’s scales are hard and protected by magic."

"Don’t strike the scales. Transmit the impact to what lies beneath. Think of the dragon as a knight in full armor. When fighting in the mountains, you can’t use lances that rely on the charging power of a horse, can you? In that case, the most effective weapons are…"

"Blunt-force weapons like maces and hammers. I see. We don’t have as many of those as magic swords or spears, but… if we form a unit specializing in them and have them focus their attacks on its arms, we might just be able to rob it of its ability to fly."

*That’s right. In medieval Europe, blunt weapons that could smash a knight, armor and all, were more effective than swords. Besides, if my prediction is correct, the dragon’s bones should be flexible but not very resistant to impact.*

"However, this also requires verification of the bone’s properties. The Empire’s so-called know-how might include something on that. It might be interesting to probe them a little."

"We’ll do it."

"If the Empire claims to have the know-how to defeat dragons, could you ask them to show proof? Specifically, the appearance of a dragon whelp and an actual bone. You could say that you cannot trust the effectiveness of their reinforcements without first confirming if the dragon they speak of is truly the same one that has attacked us. Its size, shape, and a drawing if they have one would be even better."

We have to defeat this greedy dragon, or whatever kind of lizard, no, dinosaur it is. Its greatest weapons are its flight and its breath. We can hopefully neutralize its flight with the aforementioned blunt weapons. As for the breath…

"Let’s try it. …Though I do not understand how you can predict things about a dragon’s bones. Or why you want to know what a juvenile looks like…" The prince stared at me intently.

"Regarding that, I have no conclusive proof whatsoever. Please forgive me for not speaking on it here."

*There’s no way I can say I have an idea for completely neutralizing its breath. It’s true that I have no proof. And what’s more, I can’t test this one.*

The prince paused for a moment as if in thought, then looked at my face.

"Very well. The abnormal wisdom the Grand Duchess spoke of, I have seen it in full. I can see why my sister relies on you."

◇◇

"If this matter is resolved successfully, I would like to welcome you as a staff officer for the Knight Order."

After that heart-stopping remark and the please-spare-me-this treatment of being personally escorted to the fortress entrance, I was finally on my way home. I’m well aware of how convenient my position is, being protected, but I want nothing to do with military affairs.

In the first place, a self-preservationist like me is absolutely unsuited to be a soldier.

"I will never forget this debt."

As the carriage began to move, Claudia bowed her head to me.

"Whether your father is innocent or not will be decided by whether he is the man you believe him to be, Lady Claudia. That is all there is to it."

That’s what I said, though in reality there was more I wanted to say to this impulsive, muscle-for-brains knight.

"Besides, your lecture was a great help, Lady Claudia. Thanks to you, I felt much more confident."

"You, who went head-to-head with His Highness and made him accept all of your strategies… You really meant it when you said you were ignorant about the Knight Order."

"Hahaha…"

*I can hardly tell her my knowledge comes from sports science.*

"But do you truly have another strategy?"

"I made no promises. Not a single one. …………All I can say is that there’s a possibility. There are a few things I need to confirm. I will need the Director’s cooperation as well."

*It’s an unbelievable coincidence, but if that can be used, we have a chance of victory.*
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			"No, no. Absolutely not."

*Oh, the feeling on my right arm is so heavenly, it's making me forget the fear of the hell I'm about to face.*

"Princess. I understand how you feel, but your current behavior is quite..."

"You're breaking your promise. You said you would never take Ricardo-kun anywhere dangerous."

Ignoring her attendant who was chiding her for the unseemly display at the entrance of the grand ducal residence, Alfina glared at her brother. The Prince's gaze on me was painful. It was a look that said, *What did you do to my sister?* Honestly, I never expected this much opposition either. And well, your sister does have her childish moments...

"...Grand Duchess. Is this truly my sister? She is so very different from how I have seen her at the cathedral or the royal palace..."

"Alfie. I understand what you want to say, but even I think this is a bit much," the Grand Duchess said with a sigh, looking at Alfina clinging to my arm.

"Alfina. Vinder will only be on standby in the rear. I will not let him fight."

"That doesn't change the fact that it's dangerous. Forcing a student like Ricardo-kun to come along is just too cruel. I've lost all respect for you."

Alfina shook her head, her eyes welling with tears. As petite as she was, being pressed against so strongly was, well...

"But Vinder agreed to it."

"Ricardo-kun certainly has a reckless side, but there is no way he would wish to accompany you to a battlefield. He's being tricked because he's just too kindhearted."

*No, I definitely don't want to go. And what does she mean I'm reckless?*

"Um, Alfina-sama. It is necessary for me to accompany them to confirm the performance of the products we are delivering."

Of course, from a self-preservation standpoint, it was out of the question. But the products the Vinder Company was selling to the knight order this time had not even reached the prototype stage. I was the only one who could judge their effectiveness in the field.

The thought of waiting in the capital for a report saying something like, "The products you recommended with such a smug look were useless, and hundreds of knights died," was enough to make me think I would die from a stress-induced stomach ulcer. Not that I was being smug, of course.

"Princess. I will accompany him, and on my honor as a knight, I swear I will protect this man."

In the end, Alfina finally relented when Clau offered to act as my bodyguard. Incidentally, my arm remained wedged in that shallow valley until the very end.

◇◇

BIGYIIIIIIII---!!

Along with a roar that could tear your ears off, a tail sprouting four spines whipped through the air. The resulting pressure wave sent not just fallen leaves but even small pebbles flying. Looking closely, I could see the leaves had a faint reddish tinge. *I suppose it's not strange for them to be autumn colors this season*, I thought, most likely as a way to escape from reality.

But can you blame me, when reality itself has become so unreal? In my former world, even standing before a reconstructed skeleton was incredibly powerful, yet the creature over there was alive. To my past self, who thrilled at Jurassic movies and novels about plateaus where dinosaurs survived, your wish has been granted.

And I have just one thing to say. The only good dinosaurs were the extinct ones.

"Watch out."

My arm was yanked hard. In the next instant, a broken tree branch shot past where I had been.

BIGYIIIIIIII---!

The dragon, its right arm now hanging limply, roared once more.

"Reform the ranks."

A clear, carrying voice echoed across the battlefield. Three hundred knights stood far closer to the massive creature than I did. Having been scattered, they reformed into four units in a flash, hemming in the giant, flightless dragon from all four sides. Three of the four units, armed with swords and spears, acted as decoys.

The remaining unit closed in on the glutton dragon and brought down hammers and maces.

GIGGI!! GYAGAGAGAGAAAA---!!!

Despite their heavy equipment, they moved like lithe wildcats, executing perfect hit-and-run attacks. The glutton dragon's right arm was completely shattered. Seeing this, the knight commander in the center of the three remaining units raised his sword.

The three units charged the enraged dragon one after another. When I say charge, the first unit would approach to a certain point and immediately retreat, then the next unit would do the same from a different angle. Their coordination was flawless. Even with their high-altitude training, their breathing was steady.

The one leading them was the commander of the central unit, Prince Craig. I had read the phrase "commanding his soldiers as if they were his own limbs" many times in novels from my old world, but seeing it in person was simply overwhelming.

"Ricardo, get down."

At Clau's voice, I hurriedly dropped to the ground. The tip of a broken spear flew over my head. I saw a knight sent flying as the dragon swung its undamaged left arm.

Even though I hadn't taken a direct hit, I had collapsed, and Clau had to take my hand to help me back up.

The knight order is amazing. The commander is amazing. Clau, a girl, protecting me, is amazing. *By the way, what is this useless version of me even doing in a place like this?*

◇◇

"So this is the sage's workshop."

Craig remarked, looking around the laboratory with curiosity. The prince had come to the academy to cross-reference the information on dragons he had obtained from the Empire with the sage's knowledge, and to receive the radar system for monitoring the dragon's movements.

"By the way, we have the results from the high-altitude training. Hahaha, my squad's most athletic man apparently couldn't even make it half as far as the miners on the first day's race before his legs gave out. Now they're learning how to acclimate from the miners. The miners' reputations have been restored, and of course, Count Adele's name has been cleared. Once this is all over, the main force will head there for training. I'll be going with them."

"I see. I'm very glad to hear that."

I let out a sigh of relief.

"As for the other matter. The Empire showed us proof of their dragon subjugation, and quite easily too," the prince said with amusement. Apparently, they had proudly shown him the bone from a severed arm. Its shape...

"Hmm, so... just as Vinder said, the dragon's bones had a hollow structure. That structure was..."

Hearing the information the prince had obtained from the Empire, Fulsy began rummaging through his belongings.

"Was it like this?"

He held up a cross-section of a chicken bone that Dalgan had brought.

"Yes, it was exactly this kind of structure. Though the cavity inside wasn't quite this large."

The information gathering was going splendidly. It had been confirmed through fossils in my old world that dinosaurs, like birds, had hollow bones. Of course, assuming this world and Earth have parallel timelines, it was possible that over two hundred million years of evolution had led to changes for this world's dinosaurs too. For example, flightless birds like penguins had abandoned the hollow structure. But that dragon flew.

The fact that the arm was severed also suggested that the Empire's dragon-fighting tactics were not primarily focused on blunt-force attacks, just as we had assumed. But that was not the most important issue. Simply knowing that the dragon's bones were weak to impact and that its anatomy was similar to a bird's was more than enough.

"And you are saying the young ones have something like feathers."

"Yes. This is a sketch of the glutton dragon based on testimony from the Empire and the Second Knight Order."

The prince showed us a drawing. It was definitely a relative of the Tyrannosaurus. Its head was smaller, perhaps an adaptation for flight. But its bipedal legs clearly showed the characteristics of a theropod dinosaur.

*How do I know that, you ask? In my past life, before I was a student of economics, I was a boy. And all boys are supposed to admire dinosaurs. This is just common knowledge.*

Incidentally, Fulsy, who was incredibly excited by the dragon's appearance, seemed to have retained the heart of a boy despite his age. He was certainly spry.

"As per your suggestion, we will form a unit with blunt-force weapons to act as our main force. And you said you have something else to provide, did you not?"

"Director. Perhaps it's time to explain that antenna."

"Oh, right, right. This is a magic-measuring device with properties far superior to anything we've had before. For a high-level monster, it should be able to get a rough location from two or three garji away."

"Oh? It can detect a monster's magic from that far away?" the prince said, impressed as he looked at the parabolic antenna Fulsy was proudly explaining.

The importance of reconnaissance goes without saying. With this, they could close the distance before being attacked on the open plains.

The prince, now in a fine mood, smoothly laid out the plan. At night, they would send horses wearing magically imbued saddles running in a different direction. Meanwhile, the knight order, with the magic on their own equipment suppressed, would reach the foot of the mountain. Fulsy, who seemed likely to secure research funding from the knight order, was also beaming.

I then proposed to supply the products needed to rig those horses.



		
		
		
			Chapter 53: Chapter 8: Part Two - Greed Dragon Subjugation? II
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 53

			Chapter 8: Part Two - Greed Dragon Subjugation? II

			The Greed Dragon raised its head high, looking up at the heavens. A deep roar echoed as its lower abdomen began to swell. The large magic crystal on the great beast's forehead glowed with an even more ominous red light.

"It's going to use its breath. Keep your distance."

The knights of the four squads simultaneously retreated from the massive creature. Tension surged across the battlefield.

At last, the Greed Dragon's neck whipped down from the sky. Its massive jaws opened wide. A red flicker could be seen deep within its throat. It was the same terrifying attack that had incinerated the Second Knight Order. But what it actually spat out was as feeble as a puff of white steam on a winter's day.

*Good, the product actually worked.*

Looking closely, I could see the dragon was breathing heavily. *Well, that can't be helped. Its respiratory system, the most advanced among all vertebrates, has been semi-paralyzed.*

I let out a sigh of relief. There was no guarantee it would work on a dinosaur that had evolved so abnormally, and I hadn't been able to test it. That was the reason I had traveled all the way to the front lines at the prince’s request. Making hundreds of people bet their lives on a product with unproven effects, and then just waiting for the result, is torture for a coward like me.

The prince looked at me. I nodded in response.

"The best case scenario would have been finding it suffocated in its nest."

As I muttered this, Claudia shot me a look of utter disgust. It's unsettling to be looked at like I'm the strange one here. I wish she'd direct that kind of look at the dragon.

"A poison that can seal a dragon's breath... Just how did you prepare such a thing?"

"It's not like I prepared it. It's more like... something I just happened to have on hand."

What's tormenting the Greed Dragon right now is a special poison from the Vinder Company. In other words, that pollen. To be precise, it's a substance within the pollen that acts on the air sacs. As long as that thing is a dinosaur, it's basically a bird. A poison that works on birds has a high probability of being effective. Or to be more precise, it's the other way around. It's not that dinosaurs are birds, but that birds *are* dinosaurs.

Dragon equals Dinosaur equals Bird. This piece of modern knowledge forms the basis of my strategy.

Under the prince’s command, the Knight Order's assault began anew. My part in this is over. I've already warned them of the possibility that the breath attack could blow the pollen away. Now, it's a race against time.

◇◇

There have been at least several exchanges between this world and Earth. It's almost certain that the flora and fauna of this world came from Earth at that time. And the monsters arrived here before humans, descendants of ancient creatures that adapted to the magical energy.

In other words, a dragon is the result of a dinosaur evolving in this world.

*A dinosaur becoming a dragon... sixty million years is an incredible amount of time. Then again, on Earth, we went from the Super Famicom to the Nintendo 64 in just six years.*

Now then, it's well known that vertebrates are divided into five groups. Fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and us mammals. Hooray for boobs.

But this classification isn't quite accurate. More precisely, birds should be called dinosaurs. The evolutionary flow of reptile, dinosaur, then bird is probably correct, but the dividing line shouldn't be between dinosaurs and birds. It should be between reptiles and dinosaurs.

Let's organize the differences between birds and their reptilian ancestors. Compared to reptiles, birds are warm-blooded, have highly efficient respiratory systems, hollow bones, feathers, and the ability to fly. And there is evidence that dinosaurs, especially theropods like Tyrannosaurus and raptors, had acquired many of these traits previously thought to be exclusive to birds.

The theory that dinosaurs were warm-blooded is a strong one, and fossils of hollow bones and feathers have been found. Their skeletal structure strongly suggests they had air sacs. Incidentally, birds still have scales on their feet.

In short, the very qualities that make a bird a bird had mostly evolved by the time of the dinosaurs. It's more accurate to say that the creatures we call birds on Earth are the survivors of the dinosaurs, rather than to say that birds evolved from dinosaurs. They are, at the very least, far closer to birds than to lizards.

In fact, decisive evidence was found when the amino acid sequence of collagen from a Tyrannosaurus fossil was shown to be closest to that of a chicken. If I could send a DNA sample from that dragon back to Earth, I'm sure we'd get the same result.

Essentially, it's as if all mammals except for bats had gone extinct. If an alien were to observe Earth's ecosystem in that state, they would surely call the group "chiroptera" instead of "mammalia" and judge the ability of flight to be their defining characteristic.

But back to the topic. The respiratory system is where dinosaurs, including birds, excel compared to other animals. The oxygen concentration is said to have been low during the period when dinosaurs evolved, so they adapted by enhancing their ability to take in oxygen. The lungs of a dinosaur, fitted with pumps called air sacs, are far more efficient at respiration than those of mammals. This is why migratory birds can fly at high altitudes over the Himalayas.

In us mammals, the fresh air we inhale mixes with the exhaust air that is low in oxygen and high in carbon dioxide. That's a given since the entrance and exit are the same. On the other hand, in the lungs of dinosaurs with their air sac pumps, air flows in one direction. This means a constant supply of fresh air to the lungs, and exhaust is quickly expelled.

And from here on it's pure speculation, but I theorized that this unidirectional airflow is also utilized for a dragon's breath. The breath is generated by magic in the anterior air sac, which is where the exhaust air from the lungs collects. By exhaling it from the mouth, it doesn't waste magical energy and there's less need to protect the lungs from the high temperatures of the breath.

Therefore, the pollen from the purple flower I found in the honeybee village, the one that killed the birds, could be expected to seal off the dragon's greatest weapon. At the very least, if I could weaken the function of its air sacs, I could rob the dragon of its strength and stamina. That was my calculation.

Well, you could say that for someone from a culture with a myth about defeating the Yamata-no-Orochi by getting it drunk, this is a pretty standard way to handle a dragon. ...Though I probably shouldn't equate that with poisoning something. Also, I'm not doing the fighting myself.

Correction. I guess I really am not cut out to be a hero from another world.

But this was something I couldn't test on an actual dragon. The most I could do was ask Dalgan to gather as many different types of birds as possible and confirm that the pollen was effective on all of them in small amounts.

Using the Grand Duchess’s authority, I had a large amount of pollen collected from that village and the surrounding ones. It was this pollen that was spread on the coats of the horses the Knight Order used as decoys to approach Tuvil Mountain.

◇◇

Judging by the situation, I'd say it was effective. The dragon's movements lacked their usual sharpness from the start. Its arm was crushed by the Knight Order's assault I had witnessed, and its ability to fly was taken away early on. As for its breath, I just saw for myself that both its range and power have been drastically reduced.

Incidentally, I delivered the poison to the Knight Order purely as a commercial product. I am, of course, just a merchant who accompanied them to confirm the product's effectiveness. Absolutely.

【PIGIIIIIIIIIIIIII!!】

Stomping its feet, the dragon began to thrash about wildly.

"Don't flinch. It's no different from a baby throwing a tantrum. Keep your distance and ride it out. We will go on the offensive at the next opportunity."

There was no hesitation in Craig’s command as he calmly ordered his troops back. Comparing that monster to a baby, he's got some nerve.

"Your Highness doesn't even have a wife yet."

One of the bearded knights even had the composure to respond with a lighthearted joke. I've confirmed the poison's effect, so they don't need me anymore, right? I want to go home now.

"Begin the assault."

The commander's powerful voice rang out, and the responding shouts of the knights shook the battlefield. The four squads simultaneously reformed their ranks. The Third Knight Order, forming a diamond-like formation, closed in on the Greed Dragon one after another. The dragon's left arm swung to sweep away one of the combat units. The hammers and maces of eight knights in the front rank smashed into the attack.

It was the Greed Dragon that staggered. Looking closely, I saw other knights behind the eight, supporting them in a scrum. Judging by the increased glow of their armor, they must have poured precious magic crystals into it. In that opening, the two squads on the left and right circled around to the Greed Dragon's flanks.

【GUGYUGYURURURU!!】

Blades flashed, and the giant monster's left and right legs were slashed at the same time.

【PIGIIIIII】

The Greed Dragon's roar now sounded more like a shriek. Meanwhile, the Knight Order's coordination remained flawless as they forced it to literally bleed. Even I could tell this was a victory.

Just then, a burning red light flickered on the Greed Dragon's forehead. Its cheek pouches swelled up enormously, and the very next moment, it forcibly spat out a blood-colored fireball.

I saw Craig's personal unit charge toward the dragon's now wide-open belly. The ball of fire flying over their heads in a parabola seemed to grow larger and larger.

*I'm terrible at playing catch. That includes the conversational kind.*

"Ricardo!"

Claudia tackled me out of the way, and we tumbled across the ground, tangled together. The rocky slope scraped my skin. We finally came to a stop when we slammed into one of the carriages that had been waiting in the rear.

An instant later, the ground shook. The last thing I saw in my trembling vision was the falling form of the Greed Dragon.
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			When I woke up, a woman with a refined face was looking down at me. She lightly tapped my cheeks. I blinked my eyes.

"He's awake."

It was only when I heard her voice that I finally recognized her as Clau. My head was still spinning. *What happened again?*

"Alright. Now that our key player has awoken, let us raise a victory cry once more."

"...Huh?"

I heard a rustling sound as many people around me stood up. It was then I realized I had been sleeping in the center of a circle formed by the men. I tried to stand in a hurry, but sitting up was all I could manage.

Clau supported me from behind.

"This monster subjugation is a victory for our Third Knight Order."

"""""Our victory. Uoooooooh!"""""

With Clau pulling my arm, I managed to join in. Once the victory cry ended, the knights began bumping their fists with one another. Many of them came over to me, holding out their own fists.

"I was just cowering in the back..."

It felt incredibly awkward to be treated as a comrade by these men who had risked their lives in battle. After all, I had been behind them, with Clau protecting me on top of that.

"This is an achievement no one can deny. Not only did you save the Adele family name, but it is thanks to you, Ricardo, that I was able to avenge my brother."

"No, no, if anything, you're my lifesaver, Clau-dono."

What would have happened in that final moment if Clau hadn't pushed me and rolled down the slope with me? Her arms and legs were covered in scrapes.

"Hmph. That was a mission bestowed upon me by Her Highness."

Clau turned her face away.

"Clau-dono."

"What."

"You have some soot on your cheek."

My head was unceremoniously pushed down onto the wooden planks.

Still unsteady on my feet, I walked toward the prince. The three unit commanders quickly parted to make way. The glares I received from his two adjutants were terrifying.

Before Prince Craig lay three bodies, wrapped in the order's banner.

"The fatalities are these three men. We have twelve wounded."

The adjutant's report to Prince Craig made me realize they were the victims of the battle, and the blood drained from my face in an instant. The prince raised his sword toward the three fallen soldiers.

My head spun. *If only I had gathered more pollen. No, if I had been able to refine and extract the active ingredient, there might not have been any casualties...*

"Why the long face? You're the hero of this subjugation."

"Ah, no, my apologies. The hero...?"

"You are the one who allowed us to so easily defeat the dragon that inflicted over two hundred casualties on the Second Knight Order. From the training methods before we deployed, to the countermeasures for the dragon's greatest weapons, its flight and its breath. Did everything not proceed exactly according to your plan?"

The prince said to me.

"You look surprised that there were deaths. I take it our battle was still found wanting in your eyes?"

"No, it's not like that."

*No, that's not it. This is the face of an idiot who, even now, can't truly grasp the reality of people dying. I'm still dragging my peacetime complacency with me.*

I closed my eyes for a moment and steadied my breath.

"The credit belongs to the knights who stood and faced the dragon."

And then there was this prince. He wasn't some figurehead, or some royal trying to look good on the front lines. I saw it myself. He had charisma... no, he was a hero. At the very least, he was a type of person I had never encountered before, not even in my past life.

"Good grief. A giant beast that flies and breathes fire, and you, who enabled us to defeat it with such ease. I wonder which of you is truly more frightening. Especially..."

The prince was smiling, but his true thoughts were hidden. His two adjutants stared at me with renewed awe. *Right now, the most frightening thing here is you, for even saying something like that.*

"No, as I explained in the sage's room, finding that was a pure coincidence. This is just business for me. As long as I get paid, I'm happy."

I lowered my voice.

*Fulsy developed the poison. I'm just the merchant who delivered it. That's the story I'd prefer. A shame it can't be that simple. Well, the matter of the poison can't be made public anyway. I'll just have to let the heroic prince who subjugated the dragon soak up all the glory.*

"...Even if someone else were to find that by chance, I cannot imagine they would think to defeat a dragon with it. And according to the sage, the method you used to discover it could stop the beast's breathing was far from ordinary."

Prince Craig lowered his voice as well.

My head aches. *An efficient method for investigating tax evasion in noble territories, a way to measure magical records using tree rings, a strategy for defeating a dragon. How many secrets that could get me killed with a single leak is that now? Knowledge is supposed to be the one thing that protects the weak, yet I feel like my life becomes cheaper with every secret I add to the pile.*

That aside, keeping this information from the Empire is going to be a challenge.

I looked at the three bodies. Even if the Empire had lost dozens of times this number. It wouldn't be right, at least not now. If the power balance, maintained in part by the very existence of monsters, were to collapse, it could lead to tens of thousands of deaths. It could lead to war.

The Empire should protect itself, and the Kingdom should protect itself. That is the fundamental principle. Surely the Empire thinks along the same, proper lines.

"I would recommend saying that the dragon was easily defeated because it had exhausted its power due to the weak magic vein. But that's impossible, isn't it."

There's no way I can downplay the achievement of the knights who fought and risked their lives. That's not something you can weigh against the risks of information getting out. Today is the first time I've truly understood that.

"Well, that aside, let's talk about you. Ricardo Vinder."

"No, but... didn't we just conclude that I'm only here on business..."

"Your position is irrelevant. Ricardo, you not only made the greatest contribution to the Knight Order's victory this day."

The prince said, then looked around at the assembled knights.

"You stood with us in the face of danger."

The prince's finger pointed to the crater where the dragon's fireball had exploded. *Well, yeah, I almost died, but...*

"Therefore, you are a comrade-in-arms to us, the Third Knight Order."

Craig declared, clapping me on the shoulder. The surrounding knights rattled the hilts of their swords in unison.

"Ha, haha... I-I am honored."

"Alfina will surely be able to achieve any wish she has with you by her side. Well, I've had a small glimpse of what you're capable of during this subjugation. I suppose I will be less wary of you."

At the prince's amused words, the glares from his two adjutants softened.

Putting that aside, I wanted to ask him what he was planning to do. This event made Prince Craig a genuine hero. In terms of public popularity, he'd probably leave even the king in the dust. At the very least, the first and second princes, who did nothing, would be no match for him. But primogeniture is supposed to be absolute.

I don't sense any ambition for the throne, for power, from the prince himself. But then, if he were foolish enough to let me see such ambition, he wouldn't be a problem to begin with. More importantly, it's not about power. This prince is the type to use his own strength to do what he wants.

He'd leave a company no matter how well he was treated, never satisfied until he reached the top. He seems to share a temperament with many of the charismatic CEOs I read about. If that's the case, isn't his ultimate destination already set? The question of whether there is even a place for a man like him in this rigid nation will only grow larger with time. Still, things will be fine if stability continues as it has. But what if these fluctuations in the magic veins make such incidents more frequent? It goes without saying who the public's hopes will be pinned on.

"Hmph. You're finally back to wearing the face of a strategist. I wonder what you're targeting this time."

*There's no way I can tell you I was just thinking about how to deal with you.*

"Well, no matter. You will accompany us on our triumphant return. My comrade-in-arms."

"...I suppose I have no choice."

There's also the matter of Alfina's parents, to whom I am personally grateful. I can't just keep saying I don't want to stand out. Besides, if what the miners told me during this subjugation process is true, then I can't simply leave Kurtheite to its fate.

Even so, there is much to reflect on this time. I forced Alfina into an unreasonable situation and got myself dragged onto a battlefield. This whole tightrope act was a complete failure from a self-preservation standpoint. The prince seemed exasperated, but having that pollen on hand was a complete coincidence.

I sighed as I watched the prince's back while he gave the order to descend the mountain.

"What is it, Ricardo? Are you still in pain somewhere?"

Clau peered into my face.

"Ah, no. I was just thinking that if something like this happens again, I can't afford to rely on luck."

Clau shook her head from side to side.

"...To think the man who was just trembling is already worried about the next battle. How utterly absurd."

"N-no, that's not what I meant."

Clau just shook her head. What I was trying to say is that next time, I need to handle things more reliably to ensure my own survival.
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			On the opposite side of the audience chamber from the grand conference room where the meeting on the prophesied disaster was held, there was another room. It was less than a third of the size, but its decorations were all the more concentrated for it. Its walls were covered in rose reliefs, and within it, men in two shades of attire, light and dark, faced each other across a table.

"However, are these demands not far too excessive? As prosperous as our kingdom may be, I must say it will be difficult to cede this amount of food on top of an increase in exports."

The old man sitting at the center of the five figures on the left, the brighter side of the table, spoke words he had likely repeated countless times that day.

"But of course. Our empire is dispatching its precious troops, all while we are exposed to the daily threat of monsters."

On the right side, a middle-aged man with a gentle smile replied, stroking his slightly loose jaw. He was Count Biral, head of the Imperial delegation. This, too, was a familiar refrain.

*A fox and a tanuki,* Grand Duchess Eufilia Bertold, the sole woman present, cursed inwardly. She sat to the Prime Minister’s left.

On top of concessions in trade conditions, they demanded a thirty percent surcharge as payment for sending reinforcements. This felt less like a gesture of friendship and more like they were exploiting the kingdom's weakness. And in fact, the more time that passed, the more disadvantaged the kingdom’s position became.

Eufilia glanced at the man with a thin mustache sitting on the other side of the Prime Minister. How much longer could this man, whose own domain was in peril, hold out? It was her personal theory that the gap between a real deadline and a self-imposed one was inversely proportional to a man's character.

"Biral. These troops are being dispatched for the sake of friendship with the kingdom, are they not? We are not selling our military strength for food."

The speaker was a young man, a striking figure in the room who could not have been more than twenty. His arrogant tone and demeanor, combined with his all-black attire, gave him an almost sinister air. But his words, the first he had spoken, were worthy of attention. They were the first semblance of a compromise offered by the Imperial side.

"Your Highness Dagobard, that will not satisfy the homeland. It may be indelicate to say, but there is strong opposition to sending our precious troops to a kingdom whose true intentions are unknown. Unless they show us a ‘tangible’ sign that our forces will be treated with respect, we will not be able to suppress that opposition."

The head of the delegation admonished the prince. But Dagobard simply shifted his crossed legs and tilted his chin up.

"Then we shall have them show their respect and guarantee for our troops’ safety in another form."

"Another form of proof?" the Prime Minister asked, his caution unwavering.

"As a guarantee of our forces’ safety, a member of the royal family should accompany them. Yes, that would be suitable…"

The prince’s eyes turned to the most flamboyantly dressed man in the room. The Second Prince hastily averted his gaze. Eufilia sighed inwardly.

"Perhaps the Oracle Princess Alfina, who foretold this disaster, would be a fitting choice."

"Hmm. If the kingdom were to show such consideration, it would certainly make it easier to persuade the homeland," Biral added.

At the sudden mention of her niece’s name, Eufilia struggled to maintain her composure. She glanced sideways at the old man next to her. His expression remained unchanged. But the man beside him…

"Wh, what! Such a thing is… Ahem. It would be a great hardship for the young princess. But is it not a small price to pay for the lives of the people?"

As expected, Grand Duke Zangrich of Kurtheite, his thin mustache trembling, took the bait. Further beyond him, the Second Prince nodded in what looked like relief. Eufilia’s face tightened. She had to suppress the urge to say, *It’s not the people, it’s your own fortune. Even if she’s only your sister-in-law, are you really going to send her to fight in your place?*

"Wait. Is that not tantamount to taking a hostage?"

"Such an ugly turn of phrase. I myself shall be leading the monster extermination force, so it would not be strange for a royal from the kingdom to accompany us. And of course, my troops will protect her. Even against a dragon, there will be no danger," Dagobard said.

A foreign prince personally leading reinforcements, regardless of his motives, the fact itself carried weight. The problem, however, was why the Empire would play such a card to single out her niece.

Eufilia recalled the words of a young boy she had met only recently. He had warned her of a continental-scale fluctuation in the magic veins. It was a bold idea, unbefitting his age, position, or status. But with the monster flood in the west and now the emergence of a magic vein at Tuvil Mountain, the boy's concerns had been validated twice over.

Moreover, the boy believed it was connected to the Oracle Princess's prophecies. Even setting aside familial affection, Alfina was not someone who could be entrusted to another country.

"However, the Oracle Princess is still a student. It would be far too difficult for her to accompany a monster extermination party. Above all, the prophecies of the princess who has twice predicted national crises are a treasure of this kingdom. We cannot possibly entrust her to another nation," Eufilia argued, steeling herself to offer to go in Alfina's place if necessary.

"Is the Grand Duchess Bertold saying she would abandon the people of Kurtheite?"

But it was a countryman who stood in the way of her resolve.

"Grand Duke Kurtheite, if you had properly heeded the Oracle Princess’s prophecy in the first place, we would have had more time!"

The Grand Dukes of the east and west glared at each other in front of the foreign delegation. A conflict before their negotiation partners. It was unthinkable, but she could not back down. She had to buy time, no matter what. At least until that boy returned.

"Hmm, and that time is precisely the problem. The longer the decision is delayed, the greater the damage to the kingdom will be, will it not?" the head of the delegation said, looking at the Prime Minister.

Every gaze in the room focused on the old man.

"...While there are some issues, the Empire’s request is indeed most—"

The Prime Minister, his expression unchanged, began to deliver his answer. Just as Eufilia tried to interrupt the conclusion she feared,

Knock, knock.

A knock came at the door.

"I gave orders that no one was to disturb this meeting."

"My apologies, Your Excellency. The Third Knight Order has returned, and His Majesty commanded that I inform you."

Through the opened door, a chamberlain Eufilia knew well delivered the message.

"Oh? That is quite early. I had thought transporting food to Kurtheite would have taken much more time," the envoy head said with a straight face. For some reason, the flesh of his cheeks seemed to sag.

"It is meaningless to continue these negotiations without hearing the Knight Order's report," Eufilia said after squeezing her eyes shut for a moment.

◇◇

Craig entered the audience chamber, still in his battered armor. Two of his vice-commanders followed in their own sullied armor. At a slight distance, Claudia and I followed as baggage carriers. Incidentally, my head and Claudia’s right hand were wrapped in bandages.

And what Claudia and I were pulling was a large object covered in cloth.

All the actors were assembled in the audience chamber. Even that prince in black I saw at the Shoken Festival was here. Dagobard, I think his name was. Was he visiting the kingdom again?

"Your Majesty. The Third Knight Order has returned."

"Following your efforts in the western mountains, we thank you for your hard work on the expedition to Tuvil Mountain," the man on the throne said in a voice full of dignity.

It had been a while since that New Year’s festival. He was Alfina’s adoptive father and biological uncle. Eufilia’s older brother. And the father of the Third Knight Order’s commander. When did I get to know so many royals?

In any case, neither his expression nor his tone held any hint of worry or praise for his own son. I suppose that was to be expected.

"Now then… report on your mission," the Prime Minister prompted.

"…"

Craig withheld his answer with silence. He was quite the actor. After all, he hadn't been escorting any food supplies. They were no longer necessary.

"Hmm. If the kingdom accepts our prior conditions, the Empire will act swiftly," said a middle-aged man, not as darkly dressed as the prince, standing beside him. His voice sounded like he was licking his lips. What prior conditions?

I glanced at Grand Duchess Bertold. Eufilia’s expression was a mask, her emotions suppressed. That meant things had gotten pretty bad.

"Ah, if you guarantee the safety of our troops by having the Oracle Princess accompany them, then I will see to it that your dragon is repelled."

So that's it, the prince thought he had a royal to lead his troops, too. And he wanted Alfina handed over as a hostage in return. Give me a break.

"Ah, Prince. That will no longer be necessary," Craig said with a smile, then looked back at us.

At his signal, Claudia and I placed our hands on the cloth we had brought in.

A ripping sound echoed through the hall.

A piece of the cloth caught on the cart and tore. We both might have used a little too much force, but you could call it a charming mistake.

Besides, no one in the room seemed to have the luxury of minding such a small detail. The scales hidden beneath the cloth reflected the light. I could tell everyone drew a sharp breath in unison.

What suddenly appeared in the audience chamber was an object that in no way suited the elegant atmosphere. A vicious monster, its mouth wide open, frozen in time, glared into the void with wide eyes.

"The Devourer Dragon Heileit, which made its nest on Tuvil Mountain and threatened Kurtheite, has been slain by the Third Knight Order!"

Silence fell over the audience chamber. The head was so enormous and fearsome that the courtiers’ minds likely couldn't process it. But there were those who could recognize the monster at a glance.

"You slew the dragon…? That thing could not have been defeated with half-hearted strength…"

Those were the words of that damn prince. The confident expression he wore moments ago was crumbling. A clear unease was visible among the similarly dressed guards behind him.

"What?" "Oh, the kingdom is saved!" "As expected of Prince Craig!" "Truly the sword of the kingdom!"

Belatedly, the courtiers began to cry out in celebration.

"And there you have it, Prince Dagobard. Our country has overcome the crisis. We have avoided burdening the Empire’s monster extermination forces. I believe this is a splendid outcome for both of us," Craig said.

"...Prince Craig’s name will surely echo even in the Empire. I would very much like to hear the tale of your valor."

It seemed he had recovered. Even in his concession, he sowed seeds of discord for the kingdom's future.

"Well, at any rate, it seems further negotiations are unnecessary. A weight has been lifted from our shoulders as well."

"Haha, this is… a joyous occasion… indeed," the Imperial envoy, who had been staring blankly, replied to Eufilia’s words, his cheeks and voice trembling.

"The kingdom will not forget your offer of assistance," the king declared.

The Imperial delegation bowed to the king and began to depart all at once. I guess there wouldn't be any tedious exchange of diplomatic pleasantries.

But the prince in black did not head straight for the exit. He approached the Devourer Dragon's head.

"Ho, this is quite a catch…" he remarked, brazenly inspecting the severed head. Incidentally, the head itself was almost completely unscathed. From a glance, it would be impossible to tell what kind of battle had taken place.

After the soldiers exchanged hostile glances, Dagobard, for some reason, stopped beside me.

"...I've seen you somewhere before… Yes, at that ridiculous festival, with the Oracle Princess…"

I lowered my face as if in awe, a cold sweat trickling down my back. *You don't need to remember the face of a commoner.*

The prince looked at one of his guards who had caught up to him. The man looked at me, then shook his head.

"Hmph. Insignificant, I see."

I didn't know what they did, but thankfully, he seemed to have lost interest. The prince strode quickly out of the hall.

*Well, I've certainly memorized your face. You’re someone I’ll have to watch out for.*
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			"By the authority of these achievements, I hereby appoint Craig Crownheite as Assistant Commander-in-Chief of the Royal Knight Orders. He shall command the newly formed Monster Extermination Knight Order, which will unify the Second and Third Knight Orders."

The King's words echoed through the audience chamber, followed by thunderous applause. Clad in a brand-new suit of silver armor, Craig knelt on the red carpet. The slightly ambiguous rank of Assistant Commander-in-Chief aside, the unification of our forces against the monsters was a wonderful thing.

Though the Second Knight Order had suffered immense damage, it was originally larger than the Third. The number of personnel under Craig’s command would double even at its current strength. If you considered the eventual restoration of the old Second Knight Order, it would triple. The budget probably would too…

As long as the new Commander didn't try to include me in that increased headcount, this was all fantastic news. Though I wouldn't mind getting a slice of that budget.

"Prince Craig's achievements are immeasurable, are they not," the Prime Minister said.

I was fairly certain he was aligned with the Second Prince, but his expression showed no trace of it. The real problem was the man in court official attire, plastered with an excessive number of royal crests, who was staring at his younger brother with eyes that seemed to be cursing him. And next to him, the middle-aged man with a beard. I see, so this is the Grand Duke of Kurtheite. If I recall, these two are father and son-in-law.

Hilda-senpai was a beauty, but I don't envy her one bit.

"Next, we shall announce the rewards for those who contributed to the subjugation," the King declared.

The names of those who contributed to the Voracious Dragon's defeat were read out. The decorated members of the Knight Order. The sage, Fulsy. The names of the Central Garden members, led by Food Guild Master Kenwell, were also mentioned. It seemed the honorary title for the Guild Master, which had been postponed due to the Food Guild's continuous scandals, would finally be granted. He deserved it for being caught in the middle of all that.

Count Adele’s innocence was also formally declared. As if to atone for the false accusation, he was to be appointed as one of the vice-commanders of the newly established knight order.

"We expect great things from the Knight Commander who defeated the Voracious Dragon with such few sacrifices."

"I swear on my sword and rose. Your Majesty, if I may be so bold. As a bit of entertainment, I would like to introduce one more individual whose humble achievements deserve recognition."

At the Prince's words, the courtiers began to murmur.

Craig beckoned me forward. *I did ask for your help, but I didn't order such a dramatic performance. Especially since you went out of your way to call my achievements 'humble.'*

"And who might this be?" the Prime Minister asked, his gaze turning suspicious at the sight of me, someone not in a knight's uniform. The other dignitaries around also looked perplexed by the young man in a student's uniform.

"He is a student of the Royal Academy, Ricardo Vinder. He is also the heir to a company belonging to the Food Guild."

"The heir to a company?" "So he's a commoner." "Why would His Highness…"

The Prime Minister silenced the courtiers' whispers with a gesture of his hand.

"And what achievements has this person accomplished, new Commander?"

The Prince grinned at the skeptical Prime Minister.

"Ricardo Vinder, along with the miners, advised the Knight Order on methods for fighting in the harsh environment of Tuvil Mountain. Furthermore, as a member of the Food Guild, he assisted in narrowing down the location of the calamity to Kurtheite."

Of course, he omitted any mention of the poison or the effectiveness of bludgeoning weapons against the dragon. He couldn't tarnish the Knight Order's achievements, but as for my own, please, tarnish away. *Humble achievements, I like the sound of that.* If the Empire had any sense, they would be desperately investigating how the Third Knight Order managed to kill the dragon right now. The truth might eventually come out, but the longer it takes, the better. Especially for my own self-preservation.

However, the gazes from my surroundings were rather piercing. Especially from the Grand Duke of Kurtheite and the Second Prince beside him. They were giving me a look that said, 'You've made a nuisance of yourself, even after we protected your lands.' *Ah, I see. I'm being recognized as part of the Third Prince's faction. Give me a break.* But regardless of that, you two are already on my watchlist. I've heard all about your negotiations with the Empire before I returned.

"I see, so the Third Knight Order learned how to fight from miners."

"Oh? Have you forgotten, Grand Duke, how the nobles with territory around Tuvil Mountain were clamoring in a half-crazed panic. Or how the Second Knight Order departed without preparation and suffered many casualties."

"Ghh…"

"Though he is a commoner, or rather, because he is a commoner, considering his courage in accompanying the monster extermination, I believe this person is worthy of reward."

*Nice. I'm just a commoner, after all. My achievement was merely helping out. My participation in the battle was like getting a consolation prize.*

"Hmm, it seems there is no doubt he has merit."

"Ricardo Vinder. We thank you for your contribution to the monster extermination."

Of all people, the King addressed me directly.

"Not at all, Your Majesty. I am but an assistant to the Sage. As for the Knight Order's training, that is the fruit of the miners' long years of experience. In fact, it is thanks to the kingdom's twenty years of prosperity that the area around Tuvil held out until the Voracious Dragon could be slain."

I adopted a posture of utter reverence. I'm good at this act. After all, if left to my own devices, this is how I'd naturally be. And that last bit of flattery is especially important.

"Such a commendable attitude. As King, I must reward your service. State your desire."

*Here it is.* The reason I showed my face in a place like this is because there's something I want.

"Yes, Your Majesty. There is one thing for which I wish to rely on your benevolence."

My mouth went dry with tension. But this was a request only I could make. Alfina, as the King's adopted daughter, was forbidden from even speaking of her biological parents. And since the last rebellion was deeply entangled with the royal family's internal affairs, the same applied to the Third Prince and the Grand Duke.

Only a young commoner who can't read the room could blurt out such a foolish, defiant demand. Well, there's more to it than just that.

"I ask that you permit my company to hold a trade fair in the Royal Capital's Forum, entrusting the space to us for three days once a year."

There was no reaction to my words.

"…………"

The King remained expressionless. The Prime Minister's face showed only confusion. He'd likely never heard the term 'trade fair'. But something similar did exist. The one place for commerce outside the guilds' framework.

"At the Royal Academy's Shoken Festival, I learned the significance of widely exhibiting one's products. I wish to ask your permission for an imitation of that in the Forum."

I added an explanation. The Prime Minister looked at the King. The King nodded.

"His Majesty's permission is granted," the Prime Minister said.

First objective, accomplished. But the real problem starts now.

"I am eternally grateful. Then, as preparation for this event, I humbly request permission to restore the two reliefs located in the Forum."

At my words, both the King and the Prime Minister looked bewildered. But in the next instant, the Prime Minister's face flushed crimson.

"As a mere commoner, are you so puffed up with your achievement that you dare meddle in the regulations of the kingdom?" the Prime Minister raised his voice.

"Prime Minister, hear the boy out. That Forum is apparently a place of recreation for commoners. It might be interesting to learn a commoner's perspective," Craig said in a casual tone. The Prime Minister fell silent, glaring at me.

"To Your Excellency the Prime Minister's words, I can only reply that they are entirely mistaken. Such a thing would be impossible, for two reasons."

From what I've seen in those documents, the Prime Minister is a devotee of reality. He bases his judgments on reality, but stubbornly refuses to let that reality change. He tries to maintain an unchanging reality through rules and laws. Of course, the King who trusts him is likely the same.

The Prime Minister worked to reduce the size of the Knight Orders to counter the ballooning military expenses from the civil war and the military interests that persisted even after the war with the Empire ended. The current King not only dealt strictly with his brother, but also cut the royal family's expenses, which had grown unchecked under the previous king, to an appropriate scale.

This is their reality. And in terms of governing the kingdom, this duo has been effective. While I have plenty of complaints, keeping things functioning without faltering for twenty years is no simple feat. That's how I see it.

Of course, I have serious doubts about whether it will function for the next twenty years.

Which means there's an opening. Ideals, by their definition, do not allow for change, but reality, by its very definition, can. I have to explain that.

"The other day, myself and my colleagues from the Food Guild, whose names were mentioned earlier, invited Princess Alfina out. It was to thank her for her help during the Shoken Festival. Now, where do you suppose we took Her Highness?"

At my words, the Prime Minister's eyes darted left and right as if he'd been caught off guard. He probably has no idea what I'm trying to say. I mean, being asked a quiz-like question by a commoner must be a fresh experience for him. On my end, I feel like I'm walking on thin ice. But this has to come off as a personal, defiant outburst.

"The place we took Princess Alfina was that very Forum. Not a single one of us was aware of what we were doing."

My self-deprecating tone made the Prime Minister's face twitch for the first time.

"For us ignorant commoners, that's all it is. Even those who use that place every day, no one remembers what is depicted there, and what is not. No, perhaps that's slightly incorrect."

I paused, then looked at the throne.

"Most likely, no one has ever paid any attention to such things since the day the reliefs were made. I will say it again. That's just how it is."

That is my defiant suggestion. The reality you all hold so dear is just that fragile.

"...If it is of such little consequence, then why do you desire its restoration now?"

A voice, devoid of emotion yet bone-chilling, rained down from a great height.

*Well, he's right.* Restoring the reliefs now doesn't have much meaning. But…

"The members who accompanied Princess Alfina will be participating in the trade fair held at the Forum. If possible, I ask that you allow us to operate it without reservation."

With those words, I bowed my head.

"Craig."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"There is no mistake that this person has rendered a great service in this subjugation, is there?"

"I swear on my sword and rose, there is no mistake."

"Your Majesty. ...To begin with, holding a market that bypasses the guilds is..."

"Prime Minister. This is for me to decide."

The tension in the room heightened. The King's jurisdiction, meaning this was a matter concerning the royal family.

"Ricardo, was it."

"Y, yes."

"Your wish is, to be clear, the restoration of the reliefs, and nothing more?"

"That is correct. For one such as myself, who has lived sixteen years amidst the prosperity of Your Majesty's reign and the kingdom, that is all that is appropriate for my station."

I have lived in the peace and stability of this country. That is an undeniable fact. Therefore, what I desire is only something of that small scale. And something of that small scale will not shake the result of you two's twenty years. For commoners, compared to maintaining peace and stability, it is a trivial matter. That is my second reason.

"He has saved the kingdom from crisis on two occasions. We can surely grant such an innocent wish. Prime Minister, give that to this person later."

"...As you command."

At the King's words, the Prime Minister nodded with an air of reluctance.

"I am eternally grateful."

I knelt down once more. I bowed my head so low I could see my own inner thighs. *They're shaking so much I feel like I'm going to piss myself.*

This is beyond the level of self-preservation. I am never making a direct appeal to the King again. Absolutely never.

...Come to think of it, what did he mean by 'twice'?
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			A cloth covered the area around the stone tablet currently under restoration.

In the blank space near the center, a preliminary sketch had been drawn, and the relief carving had already begun. The work was proceeding smoothly.

This was thanks to the prime minister, who had given me the original drawing that had been stored in the royal palace's warehouse. The restoration itself was being handled by artisans in the royal family's employ. Even so, it would take another month before the unveiling.

*An unveiling is an overstatement,* I thought. This was, after all, just the restoration of a relief. The real unveiling was for the statue of "The Hero Who Slays the Dragon" being erected in the center of the Forum. The relief would simply reappear alongside it, casually and without fanfare. Most people who saw it would probably just tilt their heads, wondering if anything had changed at all.

To everyone except a certain female classmate and a few of her friends, it was nothing more than that. Said classmate was now staring intently at the sketch. He was quite the handsome man, at least in profile. Of course, given that they were mythological gods, the depiction wasn't necessarily true to life, but the man drawn beside him, his brother and the current king, still bore a resemblance, so it probably wasn't too far off.

More than anything, one look at her face made it easy to imagine that both her parents had been beautiful. Incidentally, the other relief was also being restored, based on an original drawing that Grand Duchess Bertold had kept in her possession.

"...Ricardo-kun."

"Yes."

Alfina spoke from a distance of two paces away. Apparently, her aunt had scolded her for her actions before I left for Tuvil Mountain.

"The memories of coming here with everyone are very precious to me. But every time I remembered them, this broken relief would also come to mind. It was just a little... frustrating."

Alfina started to reach a hand toward me, then hastily pulled it back.

"I heard from Clau. She said it was very dangerous."

"Hahaha..."

*Is she talking about the part where I was running around being shielded by a girl while the knights fought bravely in front of us? Is that what she found out?*

"How can I ever properly thank you?"

"Lady Claudia-dono would be happy to hear you say that."

"I thanked Clau, of course. At that time... it was because of my own selfishness that I made even Clau participate in the extermination..."

Alfina lowered her head. Even if Clau-dono had volunteered, it was natural for her to feel remorse. But when Alfina looked up again, her expression was troubled.

"However, Clau said she was just repaying you for protecting her father's honor."

*Huh, that's different from what I heard. I'm pretty sure she told me it was Alfina's request, so I shouldn't worry about it.*

"No, that's not what I mean... For you to go through such danger, Ricardo-kun..."

Alfina looked at the sketch for the relief.

"I did it for my own personal reasons. Unfortunately, there is no reason for you to thank me, Your Highness, Alfina-sama."

I used the words I had prepared. Alfina bit her lip.

"A-and besides. I gained something that was well worth the risk. I need the members of Central Garden to cooperate fully with the trade fair we're holding here."

According to Mia, Rilka had been quite despondent after learning the relief's true meaning. Mishandling a reception for royalty is the kind of thing that can leave a trauma, after all.

"..."

My classmate silently puffed out her cute cheeks. A mysterious pressure washed over me.

"Also, just like at the Shoken Festival, I would like you to participate in the trade fair, Alfina-sama. It would be a complete waste if our star attraction's smile was clouded over."

I said it. I was trying to break down the barriers between the various Commercial Guilds, and between the merchant and artisan guilds. To ensure my own security, I needed the royal family's seal of approval. That was the whole reason for holding it in the Forum.

"I do not know what this 'panda' is, but I will do anything I can. But that is simply my duty as a shareholder in the Vinder Company."

*She's turning her position as a shareholder against me.*

"If people believe my only objective was to repair the relief, it will help hide what Vinder is truly trying to accomplish with the trade fair. The heads of the commercial guilds, aside from the Food Guild, must not learn of our true intentions."

I stated another of my objectives. Using a classmate's feelings for her parents for commercial gain. I'm the very model of a merchant. Mia had even praised me, saying, "You truly are a tactician, senpai!"

"...You are very cunning, Ricardo-kun."

"It wounds my pride a little that you are only just now realizing that."

"Hehe. I wonder what Mia would say. Ricardo-kun, why are you... No, it seems I must think about this for myself..."

With that, Alfina pulled on my arm. Her beautiful face drew close to my ear.

"A-Alfina-sama. The Grand Duchess is just on the other side of that curtain, you know."

"My feet are still properly two paces away."

"Yes, but as an excuse, that's..."

"I will not give up. Once I have properly proven myself useful to you, Ricardo-kun, you will have to accept my thanks."

Alfina whispered into my ear.

"Something about this feels strange..."

"Do you think so? I don't think it's as strange as you are. In any case, it is a promise."

Feeling the soft, warm touch of her hands on my arm, I timidly asked my supposed niece.

"...By the way, what kind of thanks did you have in mind?"

"Luiza said that a pillow... No! That was supposed to be a secret."

Alfina's face turned red, and she quickly let go of me. That was an unsettling name to hear. A pillow? What in the world has that young lady been whispering in her ear?

◇◇

"You smell the same as Alfie."

"W-what might you be talking about..."

As I stepped out from behind the curtain, the Grand Duchess's words made me instinctively shield my right arm.

"I am in your debt."

"And I have no idea what you mean by that, either."

"He was my brother too. ...Honestly, to make a direct appeal in a place like that."

The Grand Duchess hid her mouth with her usual feather fan.

"...Incidentally, had you played your cards differently, you could have obtained an honorary title."

"That would interfere with keeping our information secret. Besides, a title would be nothing but a hindrance. What would I do if I became an outcast in Central Garden?"

*My communication skills are already questionable. Becoming the sole noble in the group would be a one-way ticket to being ostracized.* More importantly, I cannot abandon my position as a merchant if I want to achieve my dream.

"Political matters are your jurisdiction. If, by some chance, talk of that nature arises, please crush it."

"...It seems I had best hear more about this trade fair you spoke of. You said you wished to draw the attention of artisans and merchants to Bertold while Kurtheite is rebuilding, did you not?"

Eufilia's expression changed.

"Yes. Bertold is overly dependent on agriculture. While Kurtheite is recovering, we should proceed with diversifying its economy."

The kingdom has enjoyed twenty years of stability and peace. What does that mean for its farming villages? Unless they were mistreated in the aftermath of the civil war, like Leylia, their populations have been slowly growing. Of course, it is nothing like the population growth on Earth. Perhaps one percent over ten years, something of that order.

Moreover, according to the data I saw, agricultural productivity is also gradually increasing. But expanding arable land is not a simple matter. The land best suited for farming is already being cultivated. Forcing expansion would only create less productive fields on barren soil with high transportation costs. If anything, it could increase the region's vulnerability in a crisis.

In fact, a not-insignificant number of surplus people are already beginning to appear. To put it another way, the number of people who can do something other than farming is increasing.

"It is true that the population in the villages is growing. And...?"

"We have secured a venue for commerce that, though limited, removes the framework of the guilds. Using the trade fair as leverage, we will create a system to encourage cooperation and competition between different types of companies, and between merchants and artisans. New products will be born from this. We will create an industry with the broadest possible base, and we will create it in Bertold."

It was similar to Oda Nobunaga's *rakuichi rakuza* policies in medieval Japan. Regional deregulation. A so-called special economic zone. In fact, there was something I wanted to try. I had gotten a hint from the state of that dragon.

"Hoh. Are you saying that the three days of the trade fair are merely a catalyst?"

"Yes. The main event is what will be exhibited there, or rather, the system we build to create those things. Besides, if we do not do this, something rather inconvenient for Bertold could occur."

"You say some interesting things."

"The surplus population is beginning to gather in the Royal Capital and in Kurtheite. I heard this directly from the miners, so I am certain of it. And Kurtheite possesses industries capable of absorbing this influx of people. As for food, they can manage with supplies from neighboring territories like Duke Grynisias's. In other words, if we do nothing, the balance of power between the east and west will collapse in ten or twenty years."

We cannot allow Kurtheite to monopolize the fruits of these twenty years of peace. Or rather, if we did, they would likely let those fruits rot. And unlike the prime minister and the king, we must consider those two to be our enemies. We cannot simply stand by and watch our enemies grow stronger.

"...So if we do nothing, that foolish Grand Duke who could not even protect his own domain will gain unnecessary power. Then what will happen if things proceed according to your prophecy?"

"It is not a prophecy... To put it in extreme terms, Kurtheite will become a mere supplier of raw materials. Though, I imagine they will still be richer than they are now, since the overall pie will be larger. Hey. What was that for?"

The feather fan rapped against my head.

"I am ashamed of myself for thinking, even for a moment, that you were selfless."

"I am honored by your praise."

What I told Alfina was not a lie. The reward Vinder gained this time was by no means small. Before the fruits accumulated over the past twenty years can spoil, we will sow the seeds for the next twenty. The trade fair is the field for that purpose.

First, we need to improve *that*, the thing that limits everything else.

"Besides, when I think of the Empire, we must eliminate any elements of instability in the west."

"The Empire, yes. Considering recent events, we certainly cannot let our guard down."

There is also the fundamental problem of observing the fluctuations in the magic veins. Honestly, when will I ever be able to just focus on my business?
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			"So, Ricardo. What kind of reckless plan do you have this time? As your secretary, I need to be mentally prepared, so please share the details in advance."

I spoke to Ricardo, keeping my voice as low as possible. At the end of the hallway was the library door. The library itself would be fine, but our destination today was beyond the head librarian's office.

"You make it sound so bad. Besides, I'm going to be careful this time, so don't worry."

"And where are we going?"

"The head librarian called it the 'Magic Division'. He said it's about halfway between the academy and the royal palace."

"Are you seriously planning to get involved with magic? I can't even imagine how you'll manage to be careful."

"...It'll be fine. With you here, Mia, it's like having an army."

For a moment, his words made my heart leap. But.

"I'm asking *how* you plan to proceed cautiously. Your answer only states that what you're about to do is possible. And you have no proof."

*I don't know what he's planning, but I have a feeling he's going to do it anyway. He predicted the monster flood in the west, turned the deserted courtyard into the heart of the Shoken Festival, and completely neutralized the dragon that had annihilated a knight order.*

And now, it seemed he intended to meddle in a completely different field yet again. As for my response...

"If this is about magic, wouldn't it be better to bring Lady Alfina with you?"

I asked the question pointedly. There was no way he could bring the princess along so easily. Well, I had a feeling that if Ricardo asked, Alfina would drop everything and run to his side, but I'll set that aside for now. The important thing at this moment was to understand the role required of me.

He was unpredictable enough as it was. The last time I let my guard down for a moment, I ended up following him to a battlefield. I wish he would understand how bad his actions are for my heart.

"No, from what I heard from the head librarian, magic also seems to have a proper mathematical basis. So I'm counting on your talent, Mia. You know, since I'm not very good at math."

*"Are you an idiot!"* Rilka's voice echoed in my mind. If Ricardo was bad at math, then no one in this world was good at it. True, when it comes to things I've been taught, I think I can surpass him. But the number and quality of concepts he possesses are on another level entirely.

No one understands this better than I do. Even the old man they call the Great Sage probably doesn't realize just how dangerous Ricardo is.

That's why I knew. He was comparing himself to something I couldn't comprehend. Besides, people in this kingdom normally use the word "numerics."

"There's even a saying that God is a mathematician."

It was a lighthearted joke Ricardo often told me. And no matter how many times I heard it, it made my heart skip a beat. It was exactly how I felt.

I love numbers. I've had this feeling for as long as I can remember. And Ricardo was the first person in the world to see that in me.

That was six years ago.

◇◇

"You're the girl the priest said was good at mathematics... numerics, I mean."

In the barn of a small building that was a chapel in name only, a boy spoke to me.

I knew who he was. He was a boy a year or two older than me who sometimes came to the village. I was afraid of his abnormality, the way he dealt with the village chief as an equal despite being a child. *He's different from me, but I think he's in danger if he doesn't hide it a little better.*

By the way, the priest was the foster parent to us village orphans. He had been exiled from the capital to the village because of something called the Nairan, and he taught us reading, writing, and arithmetic. Everyone else managed to put in some effort with reading. But I became engrossed in numerics.

It was a world that wasn't real, a world that captivated my parentless heart, a world far more beautiful than reality itself. But no one understood how I felt. The other orphans just thought numbers were a pain and calculations were complicated. They didn't see the amazing world that lay beyond.

"It's nothing that special."

I answered as curtly as possible. They wouldn't understand anyway. Not even the priest could understand the world I saw.

"I wonder about that. In that case, may I give you a number problem?" My heart raced at the word "problem." I knew that merchants dealt with far more numbers than the villagers. They were beings I was a little envious of. What kind of problem would this boy, who was about my age, give me? I nodded without thinking.

A small part of me wanted to show him up.

"Alright, here you go."

88898888888888888888898888888888888988888888888.

The boy suddenly held a slate in front of me. Back then, the Vinder Company itself didn't have the assets to use paper freely.

In any case, the string of numbers on the slate before me made my heart pound. The numbers drawn across three lines automatically reshaped themselves into a square in my mind. And then, three numbers stood out.

The question was like a riddle. It wasn't strictly a numerics problem or anything of the sort. And yet. *Could it be,* I thought.

"Okay, how many nines are in there?"

His question surprised me even more. The intent behind it was obvious. *Could this person...*

"Among the sixty four numbers, there are three nines."

I answered immediately.

"Amazing. First, you knew it was sixty four numbers because it's eight times eight, right?"

"Yes."

"And you knew there were three nines because eights and nines look like different colors to you?"

"H, how. Can you see it too?"

"No. Unfortunately, I don't have that kind of talent."

The boy said it apologetically. At the time, I didn't understand why he was apologizing, or how he knew I was disappointed. But now I understand. Ricardo probably knows the loneliness of seeing a world that others can't.

"Then, one more question, or rather, a request. If I said I wanted to entrust you with a job that uses numbers, would you come work for us?"

I left the barn and was sitting across from him again at a table in the chapel. He made his offer while recommending an incredibly sweet something called honey.

Yes, I was probably the first girl Ricardo ever treated to honey. Back then, he didn't have enough money to make French toast. ...Not that I'm holding a grudge. It's not like the sweetness of the honey is what convinced me, anyway.

"Does that mean you're buying me?"

"No. I wouldn't do something that lowers learning efficiency. I want you to help me achieve my goals with your mathematical ability. Let's see, maybe starting as something like a secretary. We don't have the leeway yet to have you focus solely on numbers."

I didn't understand everything he was saying, but he understood that feeling of mine, and he needed it. It was an incredibly appealing offer. Forgetting my initial wariness, I gave a small, firm nod.

The boy went to get his father. And I became an apprentice at Vinder.

◇◇

And now, I am a co-owner of Vinder. Because I'm in charge of the ledgers, I understand perfectly. My personal assets are already beyond what some mediocre Copper-ranked company could dream of. Just with the yearly payments called dividends, money that comes in even if I do nothing, I could live a life of leisure. My body trembles when I calculate what that will become in the future.

But that has nothing to do with why I follow Ricardo. He gave me a role that only I can fulfill. That's why I have to accept his minor flaws. I am the one who will make up for them. Even if it's a job I'm not particularly good at.

Otherwise, I can't win against that girl. Ricardo and I are still an addition. But I feel like he and that girl are a multiplication. Even though she first said she wouldn't get close to such a volatile person.

Speaking of which, what is with the recent, sudden increase of women around Ricardo? Especially Claudia. I'm grateful she protected Ricardo, but I haven't forgiven her for pointing her sword at him. Until just a little while ago, she was number two on my threat assessment list.

On this list, the values jump geometrically as the rank increases, so number two is sixteen times more dangerous than number five.

In any case...

"Enjoying the spring of your life, I see."

As I was mentally manipulating Claudia's rank, a person who had recently been climbing the ranks stood before me. She was the daughter of a merchant house that had dealings with Dorefano and Calest. If I remember correctly, she deals in high-end fabrics for nobles. What's more, her mother's family was a noble house that declined after the Fellbach Rebellion. After falling from grace, her mother was married off to a merchant family, and now that merchant house is in dire financial straits due to the successive downfall of influential guild members.

Almost all of this information came from Rilka. Rilka investigated with great enthusiasm when I told her she was Ricardo's enemy. In this regard, I can't compete with my friend. ...*You did it for my sake, right, Rilka?*

"What are you plotting in the Forum, going over the Commercial Guild's head? If you dare to mess up the Forum, I won't forgive you."

"Um, your attachment to the Forum is..."

As usual, Ricardo began to logically analyze the intent behind her words. I have the same tendency, so I know, but that's dangerous.

He can prevent a national crisis before it happens, but he's oblivious to the dangers right in front of him.

"I will take that complaint as being directed toward all merchant houses involved in the exhibition, including Vinder."

"Wh, what is that? Are you flaunting the authority of the Food Guild Master? Hmph. Anyway, I won't allow you to treat the Forum like your private property."

At my words, the woman left with a parting shot. She should be grateful I kept it to the level of the Food Guild. Unlike Ricardo, I have a healthy sense of self-preservation, so I won't say it out loud.

"Hey, hey, don't do anything too dangerous."

"I don't want to hear that from the man who dragged me onto a battlefield without me realizing it."

"No, that was just how things turned out."

"Making a direct appeal to the king was 'how things turned out'?"

"I, I had no choice. Look, I explained it, didn't I? That was..."

"And you still haven't explained how this exhibition is going to proceed peacefully."

"...Not thinking you can predict the future is the foundation of self-preservation. By the way, who was that girl just now?"

"I explained the other day. Please read the report later. ...For someone who fancies himself a strategist, you're surprisingly gullible, Ricardo. Please be careful."

I said with a sigh.

"I know. Come on, let's hurry to the head librarian's office."

Blatantly changing the subject, Ricardo quickened his pace.

"Understood."

I followed after him. The reality I see from behind Ricardo is, without a doubt, far more beautiful than it used to be.

I'm not interested in Vinder's stock dividends, but supporting the prediction of revenues that are increasing geometrically is a mathematically interesting job. And while I'm at it, I admit there is something captivating about the logic of magic.

I won't tell Ricardo that, though. It would just go to his head.

Now, I wonder what sort of outrageous thing I will be shown today.
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			Fulsy led Mia and me to a distinctive facility, a spire surrounded by three buildings. Befitting the name ‘Royal Magic Division’, the two front buildings were impressive, but Fulsy beckoned us toward the smallest one in the back.

The stone hallway had an atmosphere that was somewhat reminiscent of the director’s office back at the academy. But...

"Cold!? Is this place okay?"

A drop of water fell from a crack in the ceiling and soaked the crown of my head. Stone buildings certainly aren't known for good ventilation, and moisture can easily build up in some areas. But this felt more like a leak.

"It can’t be helped. The Third Building is in a remote corner, after all."

"Director, I mean, Great Sage. What is your official title in the royal court?"

"Special Honorary Advisor to the Magic Division."

"So it means they’ll respect your honorary title in name only, and you should absolutely not butt in until you’re consulted, right?"

"Well, that’s about right. Incidentally, before the monster flood in the west, there was no ‘special’ or ‘honorary’ attached to it."

Fulsy said it so nonchalantly. I suppose that’s the kind of personality that makes him easy to get along with, but still...

"So, this time you were actually sought out for advice, which is rare."

"Indeed. It seems the new observation post in the west is having trouble with noise. I’m sure they just can’t handle the high precision of the detection paper I developed. The higher the precision, the more delicate the operation becomes. If they have a problem with me, they could just use their connections to the Grand Duchess, the princess, or the Third Prince. The doors to the First Building would probably open for them now. I can’t say what would happen after they open, though."

"That would attract too much attention. Someone like you, Director, is just right. I get it. Anyway, we were in the middle of your explanation of this place. The Magic Division is incredibly secretive, so you can’t get much information from the outside. You’re our only hope, Great Sage."

"Make up your mind whether you’re praising me or putting me down. Honestly, if it weren’t for Mia-kun, I’d throw you out. Now listen, you know that the demand for magic is almost exclusively limited to the Knight Order, correct?"

"I’ve seen it myself, so I understand."

I recalled the knights' luminous armor and weapons. A sword imbued with light that could pierce tough scales. It looked like it could sever an arm with a mere touch. Then there were the knights themselves, moving with ease while clad in full-body armor, and shields that could withstand even a dragon’s attack. Above all, the precision of its construction seemed impossible for this world.

"I thought it was a waste for the Knight Order to monopolize something so useful, but there must be a reason for it."

"That’s right. There are two main reasons why the use of magic is limited. The first is the user’s aptitude. You should be familiar with this."

I had heard that many times. Not only are there few people who can handle magical power, but even those with the aptitude have specialized talents. Alfina and her crystal of prophecy were the prime examples. Fulsy, too, was specialized in detection.

*On a side note, qualified users are overwhelmingly from noble families. I’ll have to uncover that secret eventually.*

"The other reason is the rarity of magic-reactive materials and sources of magical power. Observation doesn’t consume much magic, but when it comes to swords and armor, vast amounts of materials and magic are required. Conversely, this means they’re useless without magic."

"I’ve experienced half of that for myself."

When I was handed the sword the prince had been swinging around with one hand, my own hand nearly sank into the ground. I was told that for a qualified user, the sword’s weight doubles if magic isn’t flowing through it from a magic crystal, and for an unqualified person, it becomes two or three times heavier still. In other words, a sword they could wield as easily as a plastic bottle felt like a ten-kilogram weight to me.

"Why are you so interested in handling such special items?"

"Well, after watching how the dragon used its magic, I had a few ideas."

*If I could apply magic to industry by using it only at key points, it should create immense value...*

"And I wanted to see the dragon, too..."

"No, no, that’s not the right reaction. You should be worried about your student who went into the jaws of death. More importantly, let’s talk about materials. I want you to tell me about the ridiculously strong metal used to make those swords."

I was exasperated with Fulsy as he looked at me resentfully.

"I’ll tell you now, if you’re using the prince’s sword as your standard, you’re in for a disappointment. Well, it would be better to have the alchemist I’m about to introduce explain that."

"An alchemist, you say?"

Just as I was about to ask about the number one most suspicious-sounding profession from my old world, the patapata of footsteps came from down the hall.

"Great Sage-sama!!"

A girl in a light brown robe came running toward us, her hood bouncing.

She looked about my age. She had a blue bob cut with tips angled sharply, like sickles. Despite her petite frame and a robe that concealed her figure, I wondered why it was so stimulating to watch her run.

"Ah, Noel. We were just speaking of you."

"To be asked to assist by your personal designation, Great Sage-sama, is an honor."

The mage, or whatever she was, called Noel, looked at Fulsy with eyes full of respect. Then, she turned to face us.

"And what is this commoner? If you needed someone to carry your luggage, you should have just said so..."

Her gaze was like she was looking at an object. Even the temperature of her voice dropped. Surely this isn't the person he's introducing me to.

"Now, now, what a thing to say to my prized apprentice and his assistant."

"Apprentice... Assistant..."

Noel froze when Fulsy chided her. Then she began to tremble.

"But they are commoners. And I sense no aptitude in them whatsoever. With all due respect, Great Sage-sama, you should consider your own station more seriously. You are the star of mages, the very wisdom of the kingdom, who not only established the theory of monster floods but continues to refine it, saving our nation from crisis time and again."

"Did you hear that, Ricardo? This is a proper assessment. It’s not normal to say things like, ‘You should just provide the knowledge,’ the way you do."

The sage stroked his beard proudly. I have no complaints about Fulsy’s reputation, but Mia and I were the ones who helped refine his theories.

"Did he utter such insolence? A commoner, to the Great Sage who was granted the title of baron for subjugating a dragon?"

"Hey, Director. The Magic Division is basically a state-managed guild for mages, and like the knights, most of them come from noble families, right? Is a mere baron really that big of a deal?"

"As usual, you speak without a shred of common sense or awareness of the situation. You’re going to get yourself killed one of these days, no matter how powerful your backers are."

Fulsy sighed. No, the problem is my environment. My sense of these things has been getting fuzzy lately, and I’m genuinely worried about self-preservation.

"Even within the Knight Order, the First, Second, and Third Orders have different standings, do they not? And this is the Third Building. Don’t make me say the rest. Of course, thanks to you shaking things up, a host of new problems have emerged."

Apparently, the Magic Division has its own share of politics. In that case, this was a field where I couldn’t expect much from Fulsy.

"...Anyway. This person, this girl, is the alchemist you’re introducing us to, right?"

I could only hope for her purely technical skills. I confirmed with Fulsy.

"That’s right. Noel is a bit of an oddball, but she has talent. And she’s a good girl who truly understands me."

Apparently, she was technically enrolled at the academy and was the only student who had sought him out with questions after researching his work from his active years. So, she was a classmate who had holed herself up in the Magic Division. Well, in that case, maybe I could have some hope.

"Um, we’re..."

"Don’t you dare talk so freely when you don’t even know what my master is capable of."

"What’s your problem... You seem a bit better than that boy over there... Wait, you’re a commoner too!"

Just as I was about to explain our purpose for being here, Mia snapped at Noel. The two girls glared at each other. That’s rare for Mia. It couldn't be that she's concerned about the disparity in their chest sizes, could it?

"Hold on, hold on. You’re in charge of making and maintaining the knights’ equipment, right? So, you’re basically like a blacksmith exclusive to the Knight Order."

"A b-blacksmith... Do not lump me in with such a barbaric profession!"

I tried to speak in as friendly a tone as possible. But my words made Noel’s eyes go wide. First contact, failed as usual.

Still, a barbaric profession, huh? That might be a standard way of speaking for a noble, but considering our objective today, this was the worst possible start.

"Director."

"What is it?"

"Change, please."

"Give it up. I chose the one I thought would suit you best. In any case, I’m busy. Ask Noel about the rest."

To my surprise, Fulsy turned back toward the entrance.

"Wait, you’re just going to leave this situation as it is?"

"I told you, didn’t I? I have to lend my wisdom to the folks in the Second Building about the western observation post. If not for that, I wouldn’t want to miss something this interesting. Mia, my dear, be sure to tell me all about today’s conversation later."

"You say that like you’re the victim. I was the one trying to hurry you along, and you kept saying your experiment was ‘just a little bit longer.’ Besides that, there’s no way we can have a proper discussion in this situation."

"Hmm, that would be a problem. All right, all right. Noel."

"Yes."

At Fulsy’s call, Noel stood at attention. She really was easy to read.

"I want you to treat these two as my representatives. And what’s more, Mia-kun aside, this one here is far more terrifying than his appearance or position would suggest. Those who oppose him tend to vanish from the main stage one after another... Well, anyway, I’m counting on you."

"Why did you have to add such a menacing introduction? Hey, wait..."

Fulsy gave a slight wave and quickly departed.

"A commoner is the Great Sage’s representative..."

Left behind were a scowling Mia and me, holding my head in my hands before a communication event with an absurdly high difficulty level.
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			"My name is Ricardo Vinder. This is Mia. We're from the Vinder Company, part of the Food Guild."

"What business does a merchant have with alchemy? Even if this is the Third Wing, your arrogance has its limits."

We were in a room at the far end of the small Third Wing, where we had just introduced ourselves again. This was apparently the workshop of an alchemist's apprentice named Noel. I suppose it’s impressive that even an apprentice gets her own workshop. It felt like a little hideout. I actually prefer this kind of atmosphere.

The room contained compasses, rulers, and a slanted desk, giving it the feel of a drafting room. True to her anger at being compared to a blacksmith, there were hardly any tools or signs of a forge.

The owner of the room had her face turned away. She had pulled her hood up the moment Fulsy left, so I couldn't see her expression. *Shutting down communication just like that? I can't help but feel a strange kinship with her.*

"That is not the proper attitude to take with us. We are acting as representatives of the Great Sage."

"Wh-what! Even with the Sage-sama's word, you commoners shouldn't get so carried away."

Mia, reliable as ever, didn't miss a beat.

"You call us commoners, but you are not a noble yourself, are you? There was no crest at the entrance."

At Mia's words, Noel looked down, her face flushed with frustration. Unlike me, Mia was sharp enough to notice such details even in a tense situation.

"I... I am from the distinguished..."

"The Jualzen family. An old viscount house from the west, wasn't it?"

Even I understood what that implied. The west most likely meant they were involved in the Fellbach Rebellion. Perhaps that was why Mia was being so harsh.

"If you hope to restore your house through magic, like the Director did, you would be wise to listen to my senpai."

"...I have no intention of restoring my house. I simply respect Fulsy-sama, who became a great mage without his family's backing."

I see. Fulsy was what you might call an upstart, having risen from being the fourth son of a baron to a court magician. At least by this world's standards.

"Um, please don't misunderstand. We also have great respect for the Director. His work might seem humble, but observational accuracy is the foundation of everything. Any improvement there contributes to all the technology built upon it."

Based on our conversation so far, she clearly thought we were on completely different wavelengths. She seemed particularly convinced I had little aptitude for magic. Come to think of it, those people from the Empire said something similar in the audience chamber.

That was why I made a point of showing that I understood the standards of her world. Noel finally turned to look at me.

"...Fine. This is a waste of my time anyway. I'll hear you out. Though I'm sure it's just some filthy talk about making money."

It was surreal to be lectured about the evils of money-making by an alchemist, but if mages were the equivalent of scientists from my old world, it wasn't entirely surprising. Fulsy wasn't the only one detached from reality.

"My senpai's time is more valuable than..."

"Of course."

I quickly cut Mia off and pulled a small pouch from my pocket. An object spilled from the bag and rolled across the table.

What I placed on the table was a metal sphere, about the size of a marble from my world. I had acquired it through Plural-senpai, from a company that deals in specialized metal goods like candy molds. To the naked eye, it looked perfectly round, but the path it traced on the table revealed a slight imperfection. The sizes were also subtly different.

"I want to make a large number of metal spheres just like this, but all perfectly uniform. Is that something you could manage with alchemy?" I asked, stating the reason we were here.

"I thought you just lacked aptitude, but you're an idiot as well. That's impossible."

Noel looked at me with genuine exasperation. I held Mia back. I had expected her to refuse at first. This was all part of gathering information.

"I'd like to hear why it's impossible."

"First, you clearly don't understand how expensive alchemical materials are. You want to make these ordinary-looking spheres from Oreikalkos? And a large quantity of them? That is utterly absurd. It's like making nails out of gold... no, it's even worse. For that, you should just go ask a blacksmith in town."

"I did ask a blacksmith, and this was the result. This requires an absurd level of precision. The sword and armor of the Third Knight Order's Captain I saw the other day were crafted with incredible precision. They're made from that Oreikalkos, aren't they?"

"Are you saying you held the sword of the hero, Prince Craig?"

"My senpai accompanied the recent dragon subjugation," Mia interjected.

"Crafting and maintaining the Knight Order's equipment is the job of the alchemists in the Magician's Quarters, right? Could you tell me a little more about it?"

At my words, Noel's surprise faded, replaced by a defiant smile.

"...Fine. It would be a pity to send you away without letting you know just how foolish you've been. And I can't have you spreading strange rumors and embarrassing Fulsy-sama. I'll teach you from the very basics. Though I doubt you'll be able to understand even that much."

Noel placed a silvery-white cube on the desk. It looked to be about two centimeters on each side.

"This is Oreikalkos. We call this one unit."

"It's pretty heavy, as expected."

It seemed to have a specific gravity at least as high as lead.

"Don't touch it without permission. It will degrade if someone without aptitude handles it."

"It's that susceptible to corrosion? That could be a problem."

"............Oreikalkos has high hardness and viscosity. It's also resistant to heat and corrosion. This single piece is worth five gold coins. Of course, that's just its value for budgetary purposes. You can't buy it, no matter how much money you have. It's managed by the kingdom. What's more..."

"You rely on imports from the Empire."

"So you do know a thing or two. We're already short on it. Even we can't use as much as we'd like. That's why our work is mostly maintenance rather than creating new things. The people in the First Wing are even more... but that doesn't matter."

In my old world, there was a famous story about pepper being traded for its weight in gold. Here, honey had been like that until recently. This Oreikalkos was even more valuable, more than double its weight in gold. Still, the device I wanted to make would only require about a brick's worth of the material. If they could reuse the hollowed-out portions...

I mentally calculated the material cost at around eighty gold coins. At one hundred thousand yen per coin, that would be eight million yen in Japan. Considering the value of what I wanted to create, that was a bargain.

That device had been extremely expensive back in my world, after all. More importantly, from what she was saying, Oreikalkos sounded perfect for my purposes. All that was left was the processing cost.

"That's not all," Noel continued.

"It's the other side of the coin. In other words, Oreikalkos can't be processed through normal means. That's where alchemy comes in."

I was finally starting to understand. The material was expensive, and only a handful of people could work it. No wonder its applications were so limited.

"So you do have a brain in your head. That's right. Normal metals soften when heated. But Oreikalkos is completely unaffected by heat."

"That's fantastic, isn't it?"

"You fool. To process Oreikalkos, you have to channel a massive amount of magical power through it. And those magic crystals are rare. Especially..."

"Now that imports from the Empire are restricted, they are even rarer," Mia added. "If the Empire gets its way, next year's supply will be less than eighty percent of this year's."

She was right, but we could hold out for the next year.

"Hmph, I don't know the details of matters like that. How do you even know about the magic crystal trade, which is managed by the Royal Palace? Are you that kind of merchant?"

"No, our company's main product is honey."

"Honey..."

I heard Noel swallow.

"That's not it. Then why do you know these things?"

"Well, one of our investors is the Grand Duchess Bertold. And regarding the magic crystals, we should have a small surplus this year from what was collected during the last two monster exterminations, right?"

"An investor from the Grand Duchess of the West!"

Noel flinched at the mention of her name, but then she shook her head vigorously.

"No, no, that won't work. Small magic crystals from something like dire wolves are inefficient. There's a reason a magic crystal's value increases tenfold for every doubling in size. Using them piecemeal results in too much loss."

"So, for example, how much would it take to process a piece of Oreikalkos about this big?" I asked, shaping a brick with my hands.

"That obviously depends on the shape you're making. What you're saying is nonsensical in that regard too. A sphere instead of something with straight lines? Just how much more magical power do you think that would require?"

Noel's reply was curt. She was still completely convinced of my ignorance. She wasn't wrong in that assessment. But...
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			"That's interesting, but first, I want to know the relationship between size and cost using the simplest processing method."

I said this while glancing at Mia. She had been scowling just a moment ago, but now she was listening to the explanation with rapt attention.

"It's not that simple. As the size increases, the *rate* of increase for the required magic power also goes up. Does that make sense?"

"I see. What are the specific numbers?"

"What would you do with that information anyway? It obviously changes depending on the alchemist's aptitude, physical condition, and other factors. Under normal circumstances..."

Noel wrote down five values. Apparently, they represented the magic power required for 1 unit, 2 units, 5 units, 10 units, and 100 units. For reference, creating a single sword required around 100 units.

"Please."

I handed her the paper. Mia's eyes lit up.

"When the volume increases by a factor of n, the required magic power per unit of volume increases by n to the power of 1.2."

"I see. That's a bit steep."

"Wh-what are you talking about?"

It seemed she couldn't understand my conversation with Mia.

"I'm just guessing, but you meticulously shifted the values you wrote down by plus or minus five percent from the actual required amount. You should be careful, a disguise with such a clear pattern is the same as having no disguise at all."

"For Mia, anyway. By the way, what about you?"

"…………"

Noel wrote down five new numbers. Her handwriting was a little shakier this time.

"N to the power of 1.1. It seems you are indeed quite skilled."

"That's amazing."

"Y-you don't understand any of this, do you? Your bluffs won't work on me."

"You can process 32 units of magic metal with two-thirds of the magic power a normal alchemist would need. For 64 units, you'd need a little under sixty percent, and for 128 units, you could do it with just over half."

"N-no way. How do you know that?"

Apparently, I was correct. Fulsy's sales pitch hadn't been an exaggeration.

"I just calculated it from the numbers you wrote down."

"...Is this some kind of merchant technique? Hmph. Well, it seems you understand how amazing I am."

Having recovered from her surprise, Noel puffed out her chest proudly. Uh oh, Mia's gaze sharpened. *Well, whatever. I'll let her have this moment so things go smoothly.*

"I understand the size issue. Next is shape. Specifically, how does alchemy process magic metal?"

I looked around the room. I couldn't see anything that looked like alchemy equipment.

"...To give you a practical demonstration, I'd have to use a magic crystal, and with my current authority, I can't afford to waste it. I can't exactly say I used it to show a merchant."

"I have some that I received from the director. From what you just said, a piece less than one unit shouldn't require that much magic power, right?"

I took out a fragment of a magic crystal.

"A magician entrusted this to a commoner..."

Noel brought out a trapezoidal stand with a hemispherical dish on top. She carefully placed the magic crystal I gave her into the dish. Then, in the center of the stand, on a spot with a circular pattern, she placed a piece of magic metal about a quarter of the size of the previous one.

"Watch this. This is alchemy."

When she placed both hands on the stand, the magic crystal glowed red. Light traced along the patterns drawn on the stand. Finally, the magic metal emitted a golden radiance. The next moment, the square piece of metal had become a perfect sphere.

"That's incredible. So you can create any shape you imagine?"

The mystery was greater than I had imagined, and I was genuinely surprised. *This is like having a CAD system and a precision processing machine all in one.*

"So you understand. By the way, you can't just make any shape you want. There's a very strict theory behind it."

Noel began to explain the principles of shaping things with alchemy. The "strict theory" was surprisingly easy to understand.

"In other words, you can only make shapes that can be drawn with a compass and a ruler."

"…………What are you? Are you really a commoner? Don't tell me information from the Magic Division has been leaked."

Noel shook her head at Mia's words. So Mia was right again. Of course, in practice, she was creating a three-dimensional object. It was geometric construction in space, not on paper.

"I'm guessing, but the efficiency of the magic probably worsens with complexity, right? For example, even if you draw lines of the same length, a straight line and a circle would require different amounts of magic power."

"Th-that's right. Unlike a straight line, which can be defined once its length is set, a circle requires an outrageous amount of magic power."

*Definition, huh? Then there's hope.* Mia and I nodded at each other.

"So how does it work, specifically?"

"………………There's no way you'll understand this, but I'll tell you. You multiply the circle's diameter by a special number."

"By the way, what is that number?"

"As if I'd tell you. It's a secret of alchemy."

"You could at least tell me how many digits it has. I mean, worst case, you could just put ink on a wheel and roll it on a piece of paper..."

"Three digits!"

Noel said, as if in desperation. Wow, it's that primitive? Still, they must have worked incredibly hard to get three digits using that method. *I've won this round. There's no guarantee it's the same in this world as it was in my old one, but it should probably be fine. I can't imagine that creatures from Earth, let alone matter itself, could exist in a world where things like the natural logarithm are different.*

Besides, if my theory is correct, I can test it right away.

"3.14, huh..."

"…………where from?"

"Well, that number is just the ratio of a circle's circumference to its diameter, isn't it?"

It's what's known as pi, one of the most, if not the most, important numbers in mathematics, and maybe even the world.

"If the precision of π (pi) improves, does the required magic power decrease? Logically, if the circumference is determined, the amount of information in that line is the same whether it's a curve or a straight line."

Of course, pi never becomes a "normal" number in the usual sense. It's a transcendental number, after all. It takes an infinite number of digits to write it down.

In any case, if magic is a form of super-efficient information processing like I imagine, it should have a great affinity with mathematics.

"Alright, what if π (pi) was 3.142?"

"Don't use such strange words... 'Circlet' is 3.142, you mean. Hmph, fine. I'll give it a try."

Noel turned the sphere she had just made back into a cube. I see, it reverted in an instant. That must be how different straight lines and curves are. Then, she performed the same process again.

"No, this can't be..."

"By how much was it reduced?"

"...About eighty-five percent."

Noel said with a look of someone who had just witnessed the impossible. With a sphere, the volume involves pi cubed. It's not surprising that a small difference creates a huge one.

"Okay, next is 3.1416."

Noel twitched at Mia's words. Still, she repeated the process.

"A-a little over seventy percent. What is this? What am I seeing right now?"

"3.141592."

"It's been halved..."

"Alright, then,"

"Wait. Any more than this, and I won't be able to make the adjustments myself. But tell me. Tell me, how did you do it?"

"You can calculate the circumference ratio like this."

Mia drew a circle on a piece of paper with a regular polygon inscribed within it. As the number of corners on the polygon increases, the total length of its sides gets closer to the circumference of the circle. When I taught Mia this principle, she calculated it all the way up to a 128-sided polygon. The truth is, though, that's not even enough to achieve six decimal places for pi.

The only reason I know pi to six decimal places is because a former teacher of mine, fed up with a simplified education system, made his seminar students memorize it to ten digits. I've forgotten the last few, as expected.

Incidentally, even if you increase the number of sides on the polygon to infinity, it never becomes exactly the same as the circle. But I am a little curious what would happen if you defined it accurately using the concept of an infinite series. Well, the only one I know is that one that goes 1 minus 1/3 plus 1/5 minus 1/7... just alternating plus and minus with odd numbers. I think it takes tens of billions of calculations to converge on a decent value for pi.

"How do you know something like this?"

Noel looked ready to grab Mia. There's no point in me acting all high and mighty when I'm merely standing on the shoulders of giants.

*This must be the drawback of having one person handle both design and manufacturing. They inevitably get bogged down by the practical work. The fact that alchemists are such a valuable practical resource probably keeps them from pursuing abstract mathematical theories.*

It's like Archimedes trying to craft the king's crown himself to run his experiment.

By the way, there are probably no actual giants in this world. I already checked to see if Neanderthals existed here, perhaps being called orcs or something. There were no orcs, even though female knights exist.

"So, what happens if you make my order with this new standard?"

"...I can make one. But didn't you say you wanted a lot of these? How many?"

"Ultimately, several thousand or more."

"Hah, so your true colors are showing. We wouldn't have enough magic crystals even if we gathered every last one in the kingdom."

Noel was back to her energetic self. I scratched my head.

"Ah, I forgot to explain. What I actually need you to make isn't the spheres themselves, but a mold for the spheres. Six of those, and also these other two shapes, all within a piece of magic metal about the size of a brick..."

I spread out the blueprints I had drawn. They depicted a total of three different types of molds. I actually needed one more, but a blacksmith should be able to handle that one. And the material for the final product isn't magic metal.

"These all use circles. This would normally be impossible."

"So, what's the verdict?"

"With this new circlet... or whatever... I can manage. But..."

"What are you missing?"

"I'll need a fairly large medium-sized crystal. At our facility, even the director has to submit a formal request to use one of those."

"Got it. I'll figure something out."

*I'm pretty sure there was one among the spoils from the Third Knight Order, now the Monster Knight Order. Apparently, dragons have multiple magic crystals, not just in their foreheads but also their hearts and elsewhere. I'll have to consult with that prince. Well, it's important for them too.*

"Alright, first, I need you to make a one-third scale prototype of this."

"I can do it with the magic crystal I have on hand, but..."

"I'll talk to Fulsy about getting you a replacement. So what do you say, will you take the job?"

"...Fine, but..."

Noel looked at Mia.

"Mia, could you help her out a little?"

"If you're asking, senpai, I suppose I have no choice."

…………

"No, that's not right. If you draw an auxiliary line like this, you'll get the answer."

"I-I see..."

"That angle and this angle are the same, because it's proven they are similar."

"True, but that's no good. It increases the required magic power. You can't let the lines cross unnecessarily."

"Then use this to reduce the number of calculations."

"That might work, but then this part here..."

Mia and Noel were deep in discussion over the blueprint I gave them. I was left with nothing to do.

"Sorry to interrupt, but I'd like to know how long the prototype will take."

I ventured to ask the two, who were in the middle of a heated debate.

"Wait, we're at a really good part."

"Hold on, what you're doing right now has nothing to do with my request, does it? That's just some random geometric drawing."

"...I-I got carried away."

"You too, Mia... Anyway, at the very least, just the sphere part is fine. That's the most important for checking the precision, and the prototype casing can be made of wood."

I was exasperated. They were at each other's throats just a little while ago. But I suppose this was to be expected. It seems Mia's geometric sense and an alchemist, this world's equivalent of a CAD designer, are a good match.

"...You're right. Including the time for the magic to dissipate and the shape to set... I'd say three days."

"Infinity has become finite," Mia said with a mischievous smile. After all, her initial response had been "absolutely impossible."

"…………w-what is it? You're certainly amazing, I'll admit, but still..."

"Well, that's true. We can't do the practical side. So, on that note."

"What?"

"When I show this to the other members, I'd like you to be there."

"Other members... you mean merchants, right?"

"Uh, well, that's most of them, yes. But the director will be there too. He'd probably be a pain if I didn't invite him."

"I'll go."

She answered instantly.

"After that, you'll have to talk with blacksmiths and such when we go to actually produce it, but..."

"H-hmph. Compared to being taught mathematics by a commoner, nothing fazes me anymore. S-so... um, from now on..."

Noel looked at Mia.

"If you can finish not just the sphere but the other two parts in three days, I wouldn't mind lending a hand."

"Hey, I'll run out of magic power myself, you know. ...Fine, I'll do my best."

"Hey, Mia. You don't have to push her that hard. The people I'm showing the prototype to are who they are, and I don't even know when the meeting for the trade fair will be."

I said to Mia. But she was already locked in a spirited back-and-forth with Noel.

*Well, all's well that ends well, I guess. But Noel, she's my precious secretary. Don't you forget it.*

*Still, magic really is a form of super-efficient information manipulation. I might be able to think about the mechanism of the Oracle's crystal in the same way.*
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			A week had passed since Mia and I visited the Magic Dorm. Autumn was deepening, though you couldn't really feel it in the stone-built Royal Capital. The usual members had gathered at the Grand Duchess's residence.

I had brought them together for the exhibition we were holding at the Forum. An event that involved renting out that entire vast space was beyond the scope of a mere Silver Company. Their cooperation was essential.

However, today's discussion, the first meeting of the Exhibition Executive Committee, would be a bit more abstract.

"This is the second time, but I'm still not used to this," Dalgan said.

"Quite the pessimist for the famous Dalgan-sama, decorated for his contribution to the dragon subjugation. Even if it was for helping a junior."

"You're one to talk, Master Plural. Word is you're the best confectioner in the capital. Even if it was with a junior's recipe."

The ones trading barbs were the heirs of two companies recently regarded as the champions of the independent merchants. It was a reassuring sight.

"Of course, these aren't all the members, right?"

"R-right. For Vinder to gather us all the way here must mean..."

Behind them, the three from the Kenwell group were huddled together. Belmini was counting the chairs that weren't for them.

"No, you don't have to worry so much. See, the table is round. I want to hear everyone's frank opinions, regardless of status."

Even though I said it to ease their tension, Belmini only seemed to shrink back further.

"Oh, there, there. Vinder, you're worried about the wrong things. The plan was for a slightly flashier version of the Shoken Festival at the Forum, right?"

Rilka glared at me while patting Belmini soothingly.

"W-well, it's a new endeavor. There are things we can't let leak out, so we couldn't exactly do this at the academy."

"Confidentiality is important. Central Garden, was it? That... rather questionable name is the subject of all sorts of rumors, not just at the academy, but within the Commercial Guild, too."

"It's been a while, Jean-senpai. Incidentally, it was your little sister who named it. You're welcome to use your authority as her older brother to change it."

"Hahaha, a brother doesn't have that kind of authority."

"The security is much heavier than the last time I was here."

Roston pointed out with his usual calm demeanor.

"...Well, that's unavoidable to a certain extent."

When I fell silent, an indescribable quiet spread through the room. It was then that we heard the voices of the step-siblings from the hallway.

"...In any case, Prince Craig, please refrain from approaching Ricardo-kun so carelessly."

"...Wait. I am here by official invitation. I cannot meet with him as casually as you can. It is you, Alfina, who should be more reserved here."

"Just because you have Ricardo-kun's permission doesn't make it right. Aunt, please say something to him as well."

"Alfie. We are almost at the venue, so lower your voice."

A conversation among nobles. *See? What a relaxed atmosphere.*

"Rilka... I want to go home."

"Sorry, but I feel the same way. Mia..."

"I was told not to say anything about the attendees. Besides, Rilka, you should be used to this by now. And I did my best."

All eyes focused on me.

"This is the bare minimum number of people we need. I'll explain everything properly, and I think you'll all understand by the end."

My desperate explanation seemed to have little effect.

The participants took their seats around the circular table. At the merchants' strong request, the noble contingent was seated together at the far end of the table.

I stood up and began to explain the purpose of the meeting, the background for the exhibition to be held at the Royal Capital's Forum. After all, the exhibition itself was just the tip of the iceberg.

"...And so, the real purpose of the exhibition is to establish a new industry in Bertold, the center of the western region."

I omitted the parts about population growth, industrial balance, and competing with Kurtheite, but I was sure this group could read between the lines. It was essentially a repeat of what I had explained to the Grand Duchess at the Forum.

"I thought we were here to talk about the food for the exhibition, but this is a much grander plan than I expected."

Dalgan glanced toward the center of the table as he spoke.

"Of course, providing food will be crucial to making the exhibition a success. For everyone here..."

"Vinder... you can tell us our part later."

Just as I was about to discuss the benefits for the merchants, Rilka spoke in a low voice. Even though they were the ones most involved.

"The benefits for Bertold itself would be increased tax revenue from absorbing the population that has begun to flow into the city, and the prevention of a future decline in public order."

Left with no choice, I shifted my explanation.

"Reduced costs for maintaining public order and increased revenue. Hearing it again, it sounds like a dream. But is it really possible?"

The Grand Duchess's words made even Rilka and the others nod in agreement. To suddenly establish industry, though the word itself didn't exist here, in an economic zone that had previously been almost entirely agricultural was normally impossible.

"It may be rude to say, but Bertold's foundation is limited to the production and repair of daily necessities. While it's of a scale appropriate for its population, it can't compare to resource-rich Kurtheite. And without a waterway from the Empire, it loses out to the Royal Capital even for importing materials."

In short, it lacked both people and goods. In a world with limited transport capabilities, location was incredibly important.

"And besides, in that case. I don't see where I fit into this," Craig said.

"This relates to all of you. If we can create what I'm thinking of, it will revitalize not just Bertold, but all of commerce. And it can solve the problems of military activities, agriculture, and even resource acquisition."

I laid out my rosy vision for the future.

"In short, you're saying it will invigorate every activity in this country," Craig said, tilting his head.

"It's hard to believe something so convenient exists."

"Even coming from you, isn't that a bit of an overstatement? Are you suggesting you'll move Bertold itself somewhere else?"

A string of negative opinions. It was to be expected. If I were in their shoes, I'd be getting ready to leave. But this plan had a proper basis and substance.

"Her Grace the Grand Duchess's words are, in a sense, correct. However, this isn't just about Bertold, but the entire country."

I pointed toward the entrance of the room. Accompanied by Fulsy, today's main attraction entered.

"This is Noel Jualzen, an alchemist from the Magic Dorm. What I want to create is a new carriage, improved by her hand. This carriage will have an increased carrying capacity and an extended travel range. Furthermore, the effort required for maintenance will be reduced. Its top speed probably won't increase much, but the total transportation costs should be nearly half of what they are now. In other words, we'll be halving the size of the nation, in terms of transportation."

If the means of transport were poor, then the solution should become Bertold's industry. Japan, too, had exported products all over the world despite its lack of resources. Of course, the same couldn't be done in Crownheite, which lacked fossil fuels and vast oceans, but if long-distance transport costs could be cut in half, the geographical conditions that had mattered until now would be drastically altered.

What I had asked Noel for at the Magic Dorm was the key component to make that happen.

◇◇

A few hours earlier, Noel, who had come to the Grand Duchess's residence with Fulsy, was pulling her hood down low in the waiting room. It seemed she had just been told who she would be presenting to. Fulsy had a nasty streak, not telling her until she arrived.

"Wh-why, why? Y-you said it was just a gathering of merchants!"

Of course, the glare from under her hood was directed at me, an innocent bystander.

"Well, I said the majority were merchants."

"The rest are all royalty. And Prince Craig is the commander of the Monster Knights, isn't he? What is going on, Mia..."

"It can't be helped. It just can't. That's just how Senpai is."

Mia patted Noel on the back.

"The prototype turned out great. You should be confident."

I said, spinning the metal object in my hand.

"I have no confidence in anything else! Th-that's right, Sage-sama, p-please take my place!"

"A sage cannot simply take credit for a young mage's achievements. If you plan to keep working with these people, you'd best get used to it quickly. You're young, so you'll be fine. I, on the other hand, was just recently made a baron, and now I have to deal with all the jealousy from my relatives."

Noel, who had been clinging to Fulsy's robe, let her head drop.

I mean, I get how she feels. But I think this is less difficult than watching a dragon's fireball fly at you or throwing a fit in front of the king.

*Then again, getting involved with those three means you're highly likely to end up in situations like this.*

◇◇

"U-um, uh..."

Having reached the lectern set up in the center of the round table, Noel's legs began to tremble under everyone's gaze. I could tell even through her robe, so it must have been bad. Perhaps I should just take over as moderator.

"What she is about to present is a groundbreaking carriage component."

"Ho, a new face. From the Magic Dorm, you say? Could it be you plan to improve carriages with magic metal?"

The one to bite was, of course, Craig. He understood well the struggles of transporting military supplies on expeditions. As the commander, the issue would be all the more pressing the larger the scale. Seeing those military carriages back then was one of the things that sparked this idea.

"Eh, uh, umm. That's not... Ah, Your Highness, my apologies. That is half... no, almost entirely correct."

Realizing who she had just contradicted, Noel became even more flustered.

"U-um, s-so, what I was made to make... what I created, is this bearing..."

Noel held up the circular component with a trembling hand. Mia and I distributed identical ones to everyone. This component, small enough to fit in one hand, is what will revolutionize the transport capacity of carriages. A groundbreaking axle bearing in this world. A ball bearing.

"What a complex mechanism, one I've never seen before. A bearing, you called it? What is this?"

Craig asked, peering into the space between the inner and outer rings.
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			The members’ reactions to the ball bearings split into two groups. Craig, along with Dalgan and Plural, turned the bearings over and over in their hands. On the other hand, Rilka and Belmini only dared to gingerly touch the ones resting on the table. The Grand Duchess handed hers to the butler at her side for inspection. *A clear difference between the men and women.*

Alfina was the exception among the ladies, lifting a bearing with both hands and studying it with a serious gaze.

"Now, what does it mean to transport something. To put it another way, what determines the force needed to move an object."

I said, looking around at everyone in the room.

"Well, its weight, right." Dalgan answered.

"That's correct. But it's not just weight. It's actually a combination of weight and the friction with the ground."

To be precise, it's the vertical load multiplied by the friction coefficient. I took out two metal objects I had prepared. One was a rectangle, the other a sphere. I moved both of them across the top of the desk.

"Even with objects of the same weight, one with a large contact area like a rectangle stops quickly, while one with a small point of contact like a ball will continue to roll, especially since it rotates."

Theoretically, a sphere only touches the ground at a single point, though in reality it sinks in a little, creating a surface. Still, that surface is smaller than a rectangle's. Even more important is its ability to rotate.

"That makes sense. Even with a load of the same weight, it's completely different pushing it by hand versus using a cart." Rilka said. Belmini nodded vigorously beside her. In terms of the formula I just mentioned, if the friction coefficient is reduced to one tenth, the force needed to move a load of the same weight also becomes one tenth. It doesn't work out exactly like that due to air resistance and other factors, but it's something everyone knows from daily experience.

*Though there might be a few people in here who don't.*

"Exactly, wheels exist to reduce friction. But the friction that hinders transport isn't just between the object and the ground."

I took out a model of a carriage axle. A metal cylinder surrounded the axle. I spun the axle. It quickly came to a stop.

"As you can see, friction also occurs between the axle and its housing. For a carriage, this means wasting the horse's strength. What’s more, with this design, the axle primarily makes contact with the upper part of the housing, which can cause deformation and damage. Lubricant is essential to make it rotate smoothly and prevent damage, but that too is a significant waste."

The merchants and Craig nodded at my words. Eufilia and Alfina looked troubled. Though they ride in carriages all the time, they probably don't think about such things.

*More than anything, a fixation on vehicles is a man's romance.*

"So, what about the new bearing I've given you, the ball bearing."

I took out an axle of the same thickness and inserted it into a ball bearing. Before I could even demonstrate, the men began spinning the axles themselves.

"This is incredible. How long will this thing keep spinning."

"Th, this is amazing."

"Hoh hoh, I see. The balls inside these two rings are the key. As the spheres rotate, they reduce the friction you mentioned earlier."

"Precisely. By using this bearing, we can reduce the friction between the axle and its housing to a tenth, no, a hundredth of what it was."

"He who masters rotation, masters industry." Those were the words of a professor at my old university. It wasn't just for moving objects like cars. Air conditioners, refrigerators, rotation is built into everything, and in modern society, bearings played a vital role in all of them.

It's a famous story that during World War II, America targeted Schweinfurt, where Germany's bearing factories were concentrated, for bombing. If you can't make bearings, you can't make most industrial products.

And among bearings, the ball bearing was a revolutionary invention. Spheres are placed between an inner ring that turns with the axle and an outer ring fixed to the carriage. This allows the rotational force to be received at points, and the spheres themselves rotate, reducing the friction coefficient. Furthermore, because the balls rotate, the load-bearing area is constantly dispersed.

"This is amazing. And fun, too."

The men were completely engrossed in their new mechanical toy. Oblivious to the somewhat taken aback gazes of the women, they stuck their fingers in the bearings and enjoyed spinning them.

*I know how you feel. I did the same thing when I was given the prototype.*

"Wait a moment. The balls inside this, and the outer rings, they all seem to be made with incredible precision." said the ever-calm Roston. His finger, however, was still spinning the outer ring.

That's right. To make a ball bearing work, you need to process metal into perfect spheres and ensure their sizes are strictly uniform. It was a technology that, even on Earth, was only realized after the Industrial Revolution. But...

"That is the reason we have Noel participating."

"I see. If it was made with alchemy, this level of precision makes sense."

"Hold on, hold on. If this is made of magical metal, the cost of materials and processing alone would be enough to buy several carriages."

"That much. ...Even for military use, that is beyond our reach."

Fulsy and Craig, two individuals with a disposition for magic, realized the problem. Military equipment costs an order of magnitude more. The demand for transport carriages from the Knight Order was the cornerstone of this plan.

"He's right. Even for Kenwell, we could never afford such an expensive carriage."

The next most important customer would be a major merchant like Kenwell, who used large numbers of carriages for transporting grain. The men, who had been absorbed by the mechanics, now wore serious expressions at the mention of cost.

"That's right. If this were made from magical metal using alchemy, you would be correct. Even if we gathered all the magical metal and alchemists in the kingdom, it wouldn't be enough. That's the analysis from the one who made this."

I looked at the creator of the bearing. Everyone’s gaze was guided to Noel.

"However, the prototype you are all holding uses neither magical metal nor alchemy. Now, Alchemist Noel-dono, if you would continue."

"Y, yes."

Noel stood ramrod straight but managed to answer me.

"This itself contains no magical metal or magical power. What I was made to...... what I made, is this."

With a clunk, Noel placed a rectangular piece of metal that shone like platinum on the lecture stand. It was about a third the size of a brick. She opened the two halves. Molds for two rings and six spheres were carved into it, with grooves on all four sides to align the top and bottom perfectly.

"...I see. You used alchemy to create just the mold, then used it to shape ordinary metal."

Fulsy was the first to grasp the concept. It was a so-called die. Of course, molds exist in this world. But making one with alchemy offers two advantages. The first is precision. Creating a highly precise sphere with a mold is incredibly difficult. But for an alchemist, who is a human CAD and precision machining tool, it's possible.

Once the mold is made, a normal blacksmith can use it to manufacture the bearings. Moreover, since the mold is made of magical metal, it is resistant to wear and heat. And that creates the second advantage.

"For your information, the prototypes are made of lead, which is soft and melts at a... low temperature. Plural-senpai. I believe there's an iron that's normally difficult to process, right."

"Yeah, I heard it requires a lot of force and high temperatures to work with. I only heard about it when I asked if they could make a mold thinner, so I don't know the details myself."

"With this alchemy mold, you can probably process that metal too."

It was likely some kind of steel. The alchemy mold could withstand high temperatures and strong impacts. This meant that the finished bearings, made without magic, would be far stronger and more durable than conventional ones.

"Making only the mold with alchemy, and the actual product with ordinary metal... I see."

"How much would it actually cost."

"This mold is one third the actual size. In terms of money, it cost over 20 gold coins. To make one for a carriage axle would require at least five times that, probably around 100 gold coins. And this is after Noel and Mia exhausted every clever idea they had. It would have originally cost five times more than that."

The room fell silent at my words.

"However, if we make 10 bearings with this mold, the cost of the mold per piece is ten gold coins. If we make 100, it's one gold coin. If we make 1000, it's one silver coin. In reality, despite its intricate construction, it's durable, uses lubricant efficiently, and is less prone to damage. It will probably last more than twice as long as a normal bearing."

"The lifespan is one thing, but for the Knight Order, which operates dozens of carriages, the reduction in breakdowns is huge. If one carriage stops, in the worst-case scenario, the entire army could grind to a halt." Craig said. For a prince, he was remarkably in touch with the field.

"It's the same for merchants. To be frank, this will be a carriage we'd kill to have."

"Eek."

Noel flinched, intimidated by the piercing gazes of the prince and Jean, no, all the men.

"Sorry to interrupt while you're all so excited." Eufilia said, looking somewhat put off by the men's enthusiasm for the mechanics.

"Can something of that caliber truly be made in Bertold. As you said earlier, Bertold's artisan base is small."

"We will make it so that it can only be made in Bertold. There are two key points. The first is that this mold can only be created with alchemy. As long as we control the mold, we can monopolize the technology. The second is a weakness that stems from this bearing's precision."

"A weakness, you say."

"Yes. As you can tell from the processing precision, it needs to be installed on a carriage far more accurately than a normal bearing. It also needs a mechanism to prevent foreign objects from getting inside. It's susceptible to vibrations, so without measures to suppress them, it won't be able to demonstrate the durability I mentioned earlier."

It has far less play than the commonly used plain bearings. The level of craftsmanship here makes it difficult to handle. But if we focus on just that, technological innovation should not be impossible. For example, developing jigs for installation.

"Also, no matter how precise the mold, the cast bearings will have burrs, and the balls will need polishing. All of that know-how will accumulate in Bertold. That is what's important."

Industrialization isn't just about having a lot of factories, it's the tangible and intangible know-how that builds up there that is most significant. This creates a competitive advantage that cannot be replicated even if you move the factories elsewhere.

In a world with slow information transmission, and where all processing techniques are manual, once an advantage is established, it can overcome geographical disadvantages.

"Cooking is similar to a certain extent, so I understand."

"Yes, it takes a great deal of time to train a confectioner." Dalgan and Plural said.

"The next challenge is creating the demand to promote the accumulation of that know-how. We'll first aim to replace military carriages, which can afford the high initial costs."

I looked at Craig. The prince smiled fearlessly.

"Are you telling the Knight Order to be the guinea pigs."

"Is it not a fair trade. For a Knight Order that must race from east to west to deal with Monster Floods..."

There's a story that many of the early transistors were for military use. Seeking performance over cost is a characteristic of the military. Provided, of course, that reliability is guaranteed.

"I understand. But we can't switch everything over at once."

Craig gave the expected answer. If you replaced your car every time a more fuel-efficient one came out, you'd end up wasting resources and money.

"I agree. We'll start by replacing only the axle assemblies of existing carriages. As I said earlier, installing these bearings requires special know-how. This will allow the artisans to focus their learning on that specific part. Furthermore, as its reputation spreads, carriages will flock to Bertold seeking to have their old bearings replaced. Those carriages will naturally be carrying cargo. This will make it possible to transport the metal and wood that Bertold lacks from the Royal Capital or Kurtheite."

I finally arrived at the nominal purpose of my plan.

"The trade fair is the stage for building that reputation. And once the technology has accumulated and we can build new carriages, we've won. Because you don't need a carriage to transport a carriage you've just built."

I finished my speech. Everyone was leaning forward, looking at me.

"I want to see a real carriage as soon as possible. With our increased range of activity and numbers, expanding our transport capacity is an urgent task for my knight order." Craig said.

"I want to push forward with the replacement as quickly as possible. If this is realized, it will change everything about business. Mass transport of grain will be affected the most."

"If we can transport fruit while keeping it fresh, the appeal of our sweets will increase even more."

"That's right. If we can transport not just butter and cheese, but milk too, the possibilities for our business will expand."

"It's the same for vegetables. The amount and variety we can bring to the capital will increase."

It seemed everyone understood the meaning of this transportation revolution, though that might be a slight exaggeration.

"As a side note, expanding transport capacity also lifts the constraints on the size of cities, which depend on surrounding agricultural villages. Cities like Bertold can grow much larger."

I looked at the lord of a large city. Eufilia took the bearing from her butler and nodded.

"A groundbreaking technology and a way to monopolize it. A method for training artisans and accumulating know-how for producing new carriages. Securing raw materials. On top of that, securing buyers and a way to transport the finished product. Your plan includes all of it. So with this one thing, not only Bertold but the very shape of the country will change..."

Everyone gave a wry smile at the Grand Duchess's amazed words. It was a little funny that Noel was among them. She seemed relieved that the presentation was over, but she probably didn't realize she might just leave her name in the history of this country.

Mia, however, understood perfectly. "I was naive to only be wary of him 'dabbling' in magic," were my secretary's words.
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			The members of Central Garden, having grilled Noel and Mia with questions, finally took their leave. Fulsy and Mia led the utterly exhausted Noel, whose grand role was now over, to a waiting room. Naturally, that left only people connected to the royal family, besides me.

After serving tea, the maids withdrew at a signal from the Grand Duchess. The butler stood guard near the entrance. This had all the makings of a Third Prince faction meeting.

*I really wish they’d let me leave.*

To be honest, even setting social status aside, this situation was extremely uncomfortable.

"And then Ricardo-kun said, ‘This is a prediction we made together, so you don’t have to bear the prophecy alone anymore.’"

"Ho, ho. So that’s his way of thinking."

Prince Craig listened to his sister-in-law’s words, resting his cheek on his hand propped on the table. After his sister-in-law had said, "I was completely useless today. It’s pathetic, even though I’m a Vinder shareholder," the prince had declared that he wanted to hear the story of how Alfina and I got together.

As a result, the princess was now endlessly recounting the tale of some anonymous hero, making me want to interrupt and ask just who this legendary hero was supposed to be.

"Now, now, that bit about ‘not having to bear it alone’ was something the head librarian added on her own. Those weren’t my words, you know."

I corrected her in a hurry. Alfina pouted. "But…" The Grand Duchess sighed.

"So that is how the prediction of the western Monster Flood came to be. That was very informative. Now then, what about the dragon?"

Well, there was nothing to hide about the procedure we used to analyze the prophecy.

"W-well, that…"

For some reason, Alfina’s face turned bright red.

"My, my. Come to think of it, when we were taking Ricardo on the subjugation mission, you were quite…"

The prince shot a glance in my direction.

"A-anyway. Ricardo-kun is not only my classmate, but as a shareholder in the Vinder Company and as a comrade who has helped avert the disasters foretold in the prophecy, we are close in many, many ways."

"Hoh, so in other words, you’re saying Ricardo is yours and I shouldn’t lay a hand on him."

"N-no, that’s not it. Ricardo-kun doesn’t belong to anyone, but I… that is, what I mean to say is that you mustn’t take Ricardo-kun to any dangerous places."

Alfina became flustered and incoherent. To be honest, I’ve had more than enough of battlefields. But…

"Grand Duchess. What did you intend to do, hiding someone like this? The dragon was a surprise, but this time, the scale of his influence on the kingdom is on another level entirely, is it not?" Craig said, sitting with his legs crossed. It wasn’t just battlefields that were dangerous.

"I haven’t a clue. Alfie just picked him up at the academy one day. The story you just heard might be a bit embellished, but it’s mostly true. By the way, I am also a Vinder shareholder, so I will not permit you to mess with him so easily."

"T-that’s right, and I was of no use at all. Mia was so incredible, wasn’t she."

Alfina was worried about being a single, concerned shareholder. I’d seen her during the meeting, trying to raise her hand several times, only to stop herself each time. Everyone has their strengths, and I think that not meddling in matters outside one’s expertise is an important quality for a person of high standing.

"I am also interested in this ‘shareholder’ business, but perhaps we should leave it there for now."

The prince managed to back down.

"Indeed. There are more pressing matters to consider than sounding out our allies. Thanks to the commotion you’ve stirred up, the royal court is in a troublesome state once again…"

"The Second Prince’s faction?" I asked, as someone who still didn’t consider himself part of the Third Prince’s faction.

"Since we have an opponent, it’s only natural for them to make a reckless move when we gain an advantage. If we can crush that move, ‘we’ will be in an even better position. If we can’t, they will turn the tables on us. That’s how it works," Craig explained.

"…I see."

When the unreasonable gets its way, reason has to back down. It’s a principle that holds true in any world. Of course, it’s possible for an opponent to self-destruct by repeating reckless moves, but in reality, you often get crushed before your opponent does.

The poor loser’s excuse of "They can’t keep up that kind of nonsense" is useless, even if it’s true. It means nothing if your opponent is eventually ruined if you yourself are ruined first. That’s why you have to call out your opponent’s recklessness whenever possible.

By the way, since the prince’s unreasonable demand that "you’re involved too" prevailed, my reasonable argument that "no, I’m not in the Third Prince’s faction" was forced to back down.

"Since I’ve secured more than half the knight orders, my second brother is desperate to win over the First Knight Order."

"Wasn’t the Second Prince from the civil administration side of things?"

"Putting aside the Second Prince’s qualities, the achievements from two monster subjugations cannot be undone with a pen."

"Even so, the First Knight Order is basically the Royal Guard, isn’t it? Would they really side with a specific member of the royal family?"

In ancient Rome, the Praetorian Guard, the military force stationed in the capital, had a history of swapping out emperors, so I couldn't say for sure, but they were supposed to be directly loyal to the king.

"The commander of the First Knight Order is Marquis Tenbelk, who rendered distinguished service in the last civil war. He seems to be voicing his discontent over that matter with the relief carving. Even without that, all the renown has been centered on Prince Craig lately," the Grand Duchess explained.

*I see. From his perspective, it felt like his own accomplishments were being disparaged. What a pain.*

"And that brings us to this matter. I have decided to go along with it, but if word gets to the First Knight Order in a strange way, it will earn their opposition. It’s no fun to deliberately push them over to the enemy’s side," Craig said.

"And if the matter of those carriages becomes public, Kurtheite is certain to be displeased as well. The later they learn of our intentions, the better," the Grand Duchess added. Both of them were operating on the assumption that the news would eventually get out. It was only natural.

"By the way, how does the Vinder Company intend to profit from this matter? As a shareholder, I have a right to know."

"Vinder intends to profit from usage fees for the dies. As long as the carriages are made in Bertold, I don’t mind who makes them, but that’s a conversation for after we’ve demonstrated the power of the bearings."

Even if it was a demonstration rather than a sale, the merchants who handled carriages were not going to be pleased.

"Naturally. That must be one of the reasons for making them in Bertold rather than the Royal Capital."

"But the pressure won’t be nonexistent, will it."

"Of course not. Craftsmen have their own world. For example, if I were to commission a new carriage, a merchant would come to take my order. I’ve never even seen a carriage craftsman."

"It’s the same with the Knight Order," Craig added.

The structure was that a merchant received an order from a client and then had a craftsman build the carriage. In itself, that was the role of a merchant mediating a transaction, but considering the difference in standing between merchants and craftsmen, the amount of profit being skimmed off was substantial.

From what I’d investigated, it was on the level of exploitation.

"So this place will also be to protect them. For now, it would be best to start this under the pretense of repairing one of the Grand Ducal House’s carriages. I would like to use one of the Grand Ducal House’s properties in Bertold as a workshop."

"I can clear out one of the warehouses. The problem is the people."

"Yes. Both making the bearings with the dies and installing them on the carriages will be done by existing craftsmen. It’s impossible to train them from scratch."

"Considering the future scale and influence of this enterprise, choosing the right people will be difficult," Craig mused.

"The best narrative would be ‘pitiable craftsmen forced to go along with the Grand Duchess’s whim.’ The minimum requirement is two people. a skilled blacksmith and a woodworker with experience repairing carriages."

"…I am the greatest beneficiary in this matter. As the lord of this domain, I can manage that much, so long as I save some face for my purveying merchants."

It seemed the Grand Duchess was willing to play the fool.

"In that case, once the Grand Ducal carriage is improved… repaired, would it be alright to have Your Highness see it first?"

"Yes. As I said earlier, strengthening our logistical capabilities is important. We will postpone our carriage maintenance schedules as much as possible," the prince said. With that, the path to starting our transportation revolution was set.

"If I might add one thing, it is not just from those within the kingdom that we must hide this."

"The Empire?"

"Yes. They seem to be desperately gathering information on us."

"…That, too, is to be expected."

From their reactions at the time, the Empire had not believed the kingdom capable of slaying a dragon. From the Empire’s perspective, this meant they had underestimated their neighboring country’s military strength. A matter of grave importance.

"Fortunately, no matter how much they investigate the Knight Order’s strength, they won’t reach the greatest secret behind how we slew the dragon. At best, they’ll find out about that high-altitude training."

"This is a bit late to ask, but what is the faction’s relationship with the Empire?"

"It’s not that we wish to damage our relations with the Empire, but if I am considered to be in the faction that is wary of the Empire, then my second brother and the prime minister would be in the pro-Empire faction."

It was somewhat natural for the military to be hawkish and the bureaucrats to be dovish. But that was conditional on it being for the sake of their own country’s security. Siding with a neighboring country beyond that was another matter entirely. And I knew I absolutely could not let my guard down around the Second Prince’s faction, which had tried to hand Alfina over to the Empire.

"We are struggling to gather intelligence on the Empire. The terrain is what it is, and if you stray even slightly from the roads, you’re in monster territory," the Grand Duchess said.

"In that case, it would be better to obtain information from adventurer-related sources." *I guess we'll have to rely on Jacob and the others.* That said, I couldn’t very well send them into the Empire. Then there was…

"Regarding the import of lumber, it seems it will be difficult to acquire what you desire. I will push a little harder, given the carriage matter."

I had also asked Kenwell, but I was looking for massive trees over a hundred years old from various regions. It was bound to take time.

"Hmm. I suppose that’s all for now. This is all giving me a headache."

"It’s always like this when he’s involved."

The prince and the Grand Duchess said whatever they pleased. I couldn’t accept how they completely ignored the fact that things only became this serious because the two of them were involved.

*By rights, this stage shouldn't even have started for another ten years.*

"Um…"

Alfina hesitantly raised her hand.

"The management of magic crystals is under the jurisdiction of the Royal Palace and Duke Grynisias, correct?"

"That is correct. Normally, the Knight Order holds only a minimum amount of magic crystals, and the necessary quantity is distributed for things like monster subjugations. It’s a form of control by the palace. Though, using magic crystals for domestic conflicts is far too inefficient anyway," Craig answered.

"We were able to use the spoils from the last subjugation this time, but if we are to continue using the alchemy molds, this is an issue we must clear," the Grand Duchess added.

Even as an apprentice, Noel was a member of the Magic Division. Legally, it was like having a public servant working a side job. And if we needed to make another die, our supply of magic gold would run out immediately.

"I think we need to speak with the Duke in some form or another," Alfina said.

"Indeed… We managed to get him on board for the prophecy, but this time it’s a matter where Kurtheite stands to lose. This will be difficult."

This was a matter that could change the very shape of the nation, or rather, it *would* change it. That meant everyone in the central government was a stakeholder. *Give me a break.* Speaking of the central government, there was one person who never seemed to appear.

"By the way, what is the Crown Prince doing?"

I voiced the question that had been on my mind for a long time. Now that I’d been railroaded into the Third Prince’s faction, I couldn’t afford to ignore it.

"Umm…" "Well…" "……"

The faces of the three relatives clouded over. *Did I just step on a landmine?*

"The Crown Prince has been in poor health for the past few years…" the Grand Duchess began.

"Yes. He used to perform his duties with great energy, but he gradually began to lack vigor. Now, he hardly appears in public except for major ceremonies. That is why my second brother began to make his various moves," Craig finished.

Another piece of information I hadn’t wanted to hear had been added to the pile. Depending on the situation, this could very well develop into a battle for the throne.
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			After arriving in Bertold and spending a night at the grand ducal residence, which was more of a castle than a mansion, I was guided by an elderly butler to a large building.

"It's quite clean for a warehouse."

"We chose the location closest to the grand ducal residence to maintain secrecy."

The carriage we arrived in was behind us as the butler and I exchanged words. The conversation was meaningless. It was simply my way of escaping the awkwardness of starting a conversation with someone I had just met.

"…………"

"…………"

Two men stood waiting before us. One was a middle aged man who looked away with a mix of displeasure and anxiety, as if putting on a brave front. The other was an old man with his eyes closed so tightly he might as well have been asleep. These were the craftsmen whose cooperation was absolutely essential to begin this great enterprise.

"I was told I was being called here to repair the lord's carriage."

He must have decided this was going nowhere. The middle aged man, a woodworker named Dolph who specialized in carriage repair according to the butler, glared at me. Well, he certainly looked easier to deal with than the old butler.

Dolph's gaze was fixed on the carriage we had arrived in. His eyes were filled with suspicion. Of course, it was not broken. A craftsman would know that just by seeing it move.

"Why was I, a blacksmith, called for a carriage repair?"

The old man said, finally opening his eyes. He was Bowgan the blacksmith. He looked to be past his mid fifties. He would not know it, but he was the same blacksmith Jacob and the others hired for their work.

The gazes of both men also turned to the most lavishly dressed girl present, Noel. She pulled her hood down lower. When we first met, she had said something about mere blacksmiths, but it seems she is just shy around strangers.

To my left and right were two girls dressed as daughters of a merchant house. One was Mia, with her black hair in pigtails. Since Noel was next to her, Mia looked like Noel's maid. Not that she was.

The other was a girl with silvery blue hair, wearing the same clothes as Mia.

Alfina was here too, saying that as a shareholder, she wanted to see every stage of the business. That was just like her, so earnest.

"Both of you, Ricardo Vinder here holds all responsibility concerning the carriage. Of course, he was chosen by the will of Her Grace the Grand Duchess."

The old butler said. At the endorsement from the Grand Duchess's representative, Dolph's face twisted.

"And who exactly is this kid... er, this gentleman? The boss at Pegatta just told me there was a carriage repair job and to come here."

Pegatta was a carriage merchant in Bertold. He was a member of the Royal Capital's Carriage Guild and had strong ties to the Guild Master.

"Um, well. I'm a merchant from the Royal Capital's Food Guild. I've asked you both here today to request your help in improving this carriage."

"...I just serviced that carriage the other day. Are you saying you have a complaint?"

It seemed he thought I was criticizing his work.

"Of course not. If the original wasn't good to begin with, the results of any improvements wouldn't be clear, would they?"

"What is this 'improvement' you keep talking about? And why call me, a blacksmith?" old Bowgan said.

"Yes, I'd like to replace one of the carriage's components with a new one. First, could you take a look at this?"

I showed the prototype bearing to the two of them. It had a wooden rod passed through it. Dolph, conscious of the butler, took it from my hand.

"What is this strange mechanism... Oh, whoa. It spins? There are balls inside... You said it was a carriage part. This wood is the axle... Don't tell me this is an axle bearing."

The craftsman's eyes changed. I handed another, identical one to Bowgan. The old man's eyes, which had been closed as if in sleep, shot wide open.

"Impossible, such intricate metalwork is... surely you don't expect me to make this. You can't make two of these things exactly the same... Wha... what?"

"H-hey, don't take mine. Wait, this is made exactly the same!"

Bowgan snatched the bearing from Dolph and compared the two.

"First, Bowgan-san, I'd like you, the blacksmith, to create this special metal axle bearing. We call it a ball bearing. The actual size will be about three times this," I said.

"...Can't be made. There's no way I can make something like this. How was it made, anyway? Is the material lead? But..." Bowgan said with a clouded expression.

"I'd actually like you to make it from iron. A special, hard iron, if possible."

"That's even more impossible. If you're talking about True Iron, that can only be shaped little by little through forging at high temperatures. There's no way to make something like this with it."

The forging Bowgan was talking about is what you might imagine when you think of making a Japanese sword. Heating iron until it is red hot and soft, then hammering it into the shape of a blade. But what I wanted to ask for was also a type of forging, called die forging.

"Please look at this. Noel, if you would."

At my words, Noel took out the alchemy mold. The two men gasped for a moment at the gleam of precious metal, but their attention was soon drawn to the intricate structure of the mold itself.

"Hey, hey, you're not telling me you made a mold out of gold? Are you insane?"

"It is not gold... More importantly, how did you create such a precise mold?"

In this world, sand molds are the norm. You carve the desired shape out of wood, pack sand around it to create a mold, then remove the wood and pour in molten metal. But you cannot achieve the precision needed for a bearing with that method.

"It's her alchemy."

Noel flinched under Dolph's piercing gaze but managed to explain the properties of the magical metal.

"Magic... So you can process a metal that withstands high temperatures and is far sturdier than iron with this level of detail?"

"It costs an outrageous amount. The bearing itself will be made from ordinary metal."

"So, you want me to forge True Iron... using this mold."

You shape the metal by heating it until it is soft and pressing it with a mold. It is a technique for mass producing intricately structured parts. This was where the magical metal, which would not budge even if you whacked it with a hammer, would truly shine. I actually planned to cut grooves on all four sides and have them fit together, reducing the strain even further.

"And then, I want you to integrate the ball bearings made this way into the axle. In a way that alters the existing carriage as little as possible. That's what I want to ask of you, Dolph-san."

"...You're saying you'll use this on a carriage?" Dolph said, spinning the bearing with his finger.

"Yes, and actually, this ball bearing has a drawb—"

"Say no more. There's absolutely no clearance between this and the axle. It'd be incredible for something like a lathe, but it's impossible for a carriage running on a road. Besides, if you're using two, they won't spin properly if the mounting is off by even a little."

In this world, there is considerable space between a carriage's axle and its bearing. That is not just a matter of processing precision, without it, the carriage would directly absorb every bump in the road. Even a durable metal part would not last under those conditions.

"Regarding that, I'd like you to use leaf springs."

I explained. Coil spring suspensions like those common in cars were impossible, but leaf springs, made by layering strips of steel, were simple in structure. They were already used in high end carriages. Even so, you still needed cushions to ride in them. In fact, your backside would still hurt even with cushions. Springs were springs, but they would not work without *those* springs that people from my old world would imagine. That was a challenge for the future.

My explanation must have made them understand why they had been summoned. The two men fell silent. Their fingers gripped the bearings tightly, refusing to let go, but Dolph's eyes darted back and forth.

"Are you saying you're going to bypass the carriage merchants to build this crazy carriage?" Dolph said. He seemed to have realized. This was not a simple carriage improvement.

"Using expensive metals, even magic, to make a mold like this... you're not planning to build just one or two carriages," Bowgan added. According to Jacob's information, he was nearing retirement and had nothing to fear.

But would that make him take a risk on a proposal from a young kid like me?

"That's right. I'm planning to replace the axle bearings on a large number of carriages with these. I've already spoken with my fellow merchants, so you don't need to worry about orders," I said.

"So you're saying you'll do it without the carriage merchants? You're a merchant yourself."

Dolph's voice was tinged with caution. It made sense. He was currently torn between the guild and this new technology.

"It's because I'm a merchant that I need a more efficient means of transport. But more than anything, we need to build them quickly. I have no idea how long it would take if we left it to the current Carriage Guild. To make them accept it, one way is to just build them and show them what they can do," I said. "The other is to speed up the improvement process by working directly with the craftsmen. What I mean is, I want to leave the discretion for improving this carriage to you."

Craftsmen were basically subcontractors for merchants. Their pay scale was at an exploitative level. That meant craftsmen had neither the motive nor the funds to invest in their own skills. That would slow down the pace of technological innovation.

I looked at Dolph and grinned.

"Ultimately, I'm even thinking of having you, Dolph-san, build a carriage from scratch. I want to ask you to take on the job of building the best carriage in the kingdom."

I said this with a cold sweat running down my back. I believed in the power of the bearings, but whether we could actually make it all happen depended entirely on these two craftsmen.

"Damn you, playing us like a fiddle. After showing us something like this, there's no turning back. Especially not when you talk about building the best carriage in the kingdom." Dolph spat out, turning his face away.

"A job that involves processing True Iron with such precision... I can't refuse." Bowgan also gave a small nod.

"Then it's decided. Please, I must ask you not to leak any details about this job. You see, the client is who she is."

"R-right. If it's an order from our lord, then we have no choice." Dolph looked at the butler and laughed awkwardly. The butler nodded gravely.

"How did you persuade the lord?" Bowgan asked me.

"Well, I told her, 'Ultimately, we'll make this city the number one carriage production center in the kingdom.'"

When I answered, both Bowgan and Dolph looked dumbfounded.

"Ha. Looks like we've gotten ourselves wrapped up in something incredible."

"To think I'd be involved in something so momentous at my age."

The two craftsmen burst out laughing. Even the butler's cheeks lifted slightly. *Alright, now we can get started on the improved carriage.* I looked at Mia and Alfina and nodded.
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			*Kon kon, gan gan, gan gan, kon kon! Gan, gan, kaan!!*

The sounds of wood and iron being struck echoed through the warehouse turned workshop. A makeshift chimney and furnace had been set up by the window, generating considerable heat with charcoal and a bellows. Unlike open air forging, it seemed they had altered the design to concentrate the heat in a smaller area.

Using a small prototype alchemy mold, we successfully forged a part from ordinary iron. Now, they were adjusting the temperature to work with True Iron. Of course, the conditions would change with the size, but Bowgan judged that this would serve as a good baseline.

*Even with the same iron, the size of the crystals differs depending on the temperature, which affects its hardness and toughness, if I recall correctly.*

*Kan, kan!*

Bowgan struck together two metal balls he had forged. It had been an ordeal just to get this far. At first, they would crack or come out misshapen. Even after adjusting the amount of metal, they were left with hollow cavities inside. Apparently, you can identify them by the dull sound they make.

And this was just with iron. It really drove home how easy lead was to work with. I looked at Bowgan. The blacksmith’s lips curled into a slight smile as he struck the spheres together once more. A clear, ringing *kaan* resonated through the workshop.

"Bowgan-san. Dolph-san says, ‘Please widen the space between the springs a little more.’"

Bowgan nodded at Alfina’s message.

They were crafting the leaf springs meant to absorb the carriage’s vibrations. Until that was finalized, the outer diameter of the bearings could not be determined. This was essential for retrofitting numerous carriages with minimal effort.

Alfina was dashing between Bowgan, Dolph, and Noel, acting as their messenger.

In truth, determining the outer diameter of the bearings had caused its own little squabble. Three days ago, Dolph's proposed measurement and Bowgan's judgment clashed over a minuscule difference. The atmosphere in the workshop turned sour as Dolph shouted that he would not yield, while Bowgan simply ignored him and continued to strike his hammer.

It was Alfina who resolved it. She didn't particularly try to persuade them. She just went back and forth between the two, listening to what they had to say, and a point of compromise naturally emerged.

Her innate curiosity and sincerity. Her desperate effort to understand the work before her eyes was obvious to everyone. She must have captured the hearts of the two craftsmen.

Well, neither of them likely believed Alfina was actually a servant. To a commoner, everything from her posture and demeanor to her way of speaking was different. They probably mistook her for a supervisor from the Grand Duchess’s household.

*They would never imagine she’s a princess.*

"S-so, this size should be fine then."

Noel headed for the alchemy anvil she had brought into the workshop. The blueprints she and Mia had created were nearly complete. According to Noel, adjusting the size took less time than altering the shape.

Of course, a larger size meant more magic power and magically conductive metal would be required. And while we had secured customers starting with the Knight Order and Kenwell, Magic Crystals and magically conductive metal were resources that economic principles alone could not replenish.

"The calculations are done. Senpai. It’s a ten percent increase over what we planned. This is the absolute limit."

"A-and I’ll have you know, if it wasn’t me and Mia, it would have been much worse than this!"

"I understand. That small of an overage isn’t a problem."

I feigned composure under the gazes of Noel and the craftsmen. Internally, I was breaking out in a cold sweat, as each unit we made was like watching gold coins fly away.

◇◇

"Noel-san. Bowgan-san says that the strength of the spring and the size of the bearing hole…"

"Y-yes, Your High… I mean, F-Fina. I’ll try to adjust it. Mia, if you would."

Noel, who at first would stand ramrod straight whenever Alfina spoke to her, was now able to communicate with her. It was a shame Alfina had to return tomorrow for a cathedral event.

"We’re countin’ on you, Noel’s little missy."

"W-who do you think I am?"

Well, Noel was also getting used to interacting with people from a completely different field. *Wait a minute. I felt a sense of kinship with her, but does she actually have better communication skills than I do?*

◇◇

The workshop, which had become quite peaceful, was tense from the morning. Outside, we heard the sound of carriage wheels. We all went out to see.

"It seems the carriage is complete."

"It’s been a while, Ricardo-kun."

As the butler opened the door, Eufilia and Ruitza emerged. The carriage was rather plain for a Grand Duchess and a Viscount’s heir, but it had been chosen because an identical model existed, allowing for a direct comparison. This was to be a side-by-side test ride of the old and new carriages.

"Alright. Steady now, steady."

At Dolph’s call, the carriage body was hoisted by a pulley and joined with the axle assembly, now fitted with leaf springs and bearings. The jig he had devised to hold the bearings in place on the axle was removed. The improved carriage was now complete, assembled right before the client’s eyes.

*Finally, it’s time for the first test ride.*

◇◇

"What do you think?" I asked the Grand Duchess from my seat in the swaying carriage.

Inside were myself and three women. Alfina sat beside me, with the Grand Duchess and Ruitza seated opposite.

"From what you told me, I expected the vibrations to be terrible, but this ride is smoother than the one we took to get here, is it not? Though it is no match for the one I personally use, of course."

"Indeed. It is much more comfortable."

Ruitza nodded in agreement with Eufilia’s words. Alfina, seated beside me, had even tried removing her seat cushion midway through the ride to test it. The shock must have gone straight to her rear, as she had since put it back.

"We can’t judge from the cobblestone road alone. This is all thanks to the hard work of our two craftsmen. They went through a great deal of trial and error with the size and angle of the leaf springs."

"I see. Is that what you call an accumulation of know-how?"

"Yes. With further improvements, I believe we can suppress the vibrations even more. That will lead to greater durability for the parts and less maintenance. Of course, the most important thing is its performance in transporting goods."

"Aunt-sama, it’s amazing. There’s a wooden frame that aligns the two wheels perfectly…"

Alfina began explaining the details to the Grand Duchess. Though it was only an upgrade, the motivation of the two men, given new parts and the freedom to innovate, was truly impressive. Even accounting for the almost over-engineered precision and strength of the bearings, the result had already exceeded my expectations.

"That’s wonderful, Alfina-sama."

Ruitza glanced at me before responding to Alfina. She was probably wondering what I was having a princess do. *You’re one to talk.*

"So, may I assume the matter of the bearings is on the right track?"

"Yes. It will still take a great deal of time to manufacture them from scratch, but… ah, if we make them from scratch, the performance will be even better…"

"Hold on, hold on. It is fine if it takes more time. The city cannot keep up. Do you have any idea how many artisans are involved in a single carriage?"

*It’s not as complex as an automobile, but building one from scratch would still require textiles and leather goods. Even so, the carriage industry has a sufficiently broad base. Eventually, we’ll need to cultivate the craftsmen for iron, wood, cloth, and leather. But conversely, it means we have the opportunity to develop them.*

*If I can grant the craftsmen the same kind of discretion they had with the carriage, those materials could be combined to create things other than carriages…*

*No, no. I’m getting ahead of myself.*

"How are things in the Royal Capital?" I asked, changing the subject.

"Kurtheite appears to have its hands full recovering from the dragon’s attack, so it is unlikely they have the leeway to interfere here for now. However, the situation with the First Knight Order is not favorable. As long as the Prime Minister attempts to maintain a balance between the second and third princes, our disadvantage at court is unavoidable."

"And the Prime Minister’s thoughts on the trade fair?"

"It was decided in the King’s presence, so he is unlikely to overturn it. However, if he learns that Prince Craig is involved, let alone myself, there is no telling how he will act. If your plans for the carriage’s debut come to fruition, it will inevitably draw a great deal of attention."

"That’s true. It is a rather flashy plan."

"A bit, you say."

The carriage returned to the workshop. The two craftsmen immediately began bombarding the driver with questions. His reaction seemed positive as well.

"I am satisfied with your work. This is a reward. Continue to apply yourselves."

Bags of silver coins were handed to Bowgan and Dolph. The two men froze at their weight. "This means the test ride was a success," Alfina told them, and their faces finally relaxed into expressions of relief.

"Now then, have there been any problems outside the workshop?" Eufilia asked, tilting her feather fan and prompting the craftsmen.

"W-well, yes. About that…" Dolph trailed off.

"I place great importance on this venture. Never mind that, tell me."

"The master of the Pegatta company, er, the carriage merchant, keeps pestering us… my associates and I… about what we’re doing. We’ve been putting him off by saying it’s an order from our lord, but… well, repairs don’t normally take this long."

"Jacob mentioned there have been people loitering around the workshop as well," I added. The butler nodded.

"I will handle the guild from above. As for that merchant, give him a sharp warning. Ask what he intends to do with information about my carriage. Zeldric, you will deal with those who are snooping around. If they resist, show them no mercy."

Eufilia commanded her butler. *So his name is Zeldric.*

"Alright, next up, Bowgan-san and the others, along with Noel and Mia, will take a test ride. After that, we can finally begin the load capacity tests."

"It’s a shame. I wanted to help more."

Alfina, making the Grand Duchess wait as she was about to leave, came over to me.

"You’ve been a tremendous help. Once we’ve established a clear path forward here, we will return to the Royal Capital as part of a long-distance road test."

We have already produced several identical sets of bearings. As for the carriage’s moving parts, the Grand Duchess will provide us with a different type of carriage to work on. It was a generous offer to use it as a test subject, even if we wore it out completely.

I’m leaving the trade fair to everyone at Central Garden, but I still have to report our progress to the prince.

"…I understand. I will be waiting in the Royal Capital with everyone from Central Garden."

With that, Alfina said her goodbyes to Noel and the others before returning to the carriage. The two craftsmen stared in surprise at the sight of a Grand Duchess waiting for a girl dressed as a handmaiden.

*Well, they aren't entirely wrong to think of her as the Grand Duchess's chaperone. The silver coins the two received as a reward were thanks to Alfina’s passionate appeal on their behalf.*
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			"It’s really coming along nicely."

Walking down the academy corridor for the first time in a while, I voiced my thoughts on our journey back to the Royal Capital. The four day carriage trip from Bertold was, at the very least, about as long as a normal one. According to Jacob, both its cruising speed and endurance have improved. A few days isn't much to go on, but testing it on actual roads was a huge step.

"Of course it is. After all the hard work Mia and I put into it."

"That’s right. Senpai, you were clumsy with your hands and not very strong, so you weren’t much help. I was even better at making the final adjustments after Alfina-sama."

"I was busy planning our next move. For the trade fair and all."

*It’s true I wasn’t much help. But during the return trip, I was busy thinking about various things, like selecting checkpoints.*

"The more you plan, Senpai, the more work it creates for everyone around you."

"W, well, I mean… I’m relying on all of you for the trade fair, too."

I thought about the meeting we were heading to.

"Well, it seemed like Rilka was having a lot of fun, at least," Mia said, and I felt a small sense of relief. As a rather timid person myself, dragging everyone else around isn't easy on my stomach.

"S, so, do I really have to go, too?"

As we neared the library, the other timid person, Noel, started to get fidgety.

"It’ll be fine. The prince and the grand duchess won’t be there this time. And you seemed to get along pretty well with Alfina-sama, didn’t you?"

"Th, that was because of the situation."

Although she was an academy student, Noel had spent all her time secluded in the sorcery dorm, so socializing with classmates still seemed to be a high hurdle for her. But today of all days, I couldn't let her skip it. She was to serve as our valuable judge.

◇◇

"...Ah, so you’re finally back."

The one who greeted me as I entered the room was Plural, who seemed a little less sharp than usual. One of the long tables in the laboratory had been cleared off, and the members of Central Garden were seated there. Alfina, of course, was with them.

The master of the room, by the way, was absent. He had been summoned by the prince to discuss the noise issue at the western observatory and the monster records accumulated by the old Second Knight Order.

"Senpai. You look exhausted."

"And whose fault do you think that is?"

"Yeah, that’s right. You just gave us a bunch of crazy requests for the trade fair food and dumped the rest on us. My arms are sore and my stomach is worn out from it all," Dalgan grumbled. Plural and Roston nodded in agreement.

"So, were you able to make it?"

"Who do you think we are?"

"That’s right. We’re very confident in what we’ve made."

It seemed that while I was completely occupied with the carriage, they had made significant progress on the preparations.

"First up is the ‘Matsu’," Plural said, placing a basket on the table.

*Surely they didn't make ‘Matsu, Take, Ume,’ the name I suggested, the official one. It would be meaningless in this world.*

The highest-grade item, the ‘Matsu’, consisted of something wrapped in cloth and placed in a shallow basket. I motioned for Noel to go first. She was the only one here who had no idea what to expect.

"No way, this is food?"

When she unwrapped the package, Noel’s expression filled with surprise. Inside was a container made of bamboo holding soup, surrounded by three different kinds of sandwiches.

The bread looked fine-grained and soft, a luxury item in itself. Furthermore, each of the three sandwiches was cut into a different color and shape. It was inspired less by a traditional partitioned bento and more by one of those artistic character bentos. Of course, I hadn't given them any detailed instructions.

With such a diverse group of food experts gathered together, my input was unnecessary.

"Please start with the green one, my lady."

At Plural’s theatrical words, Noel reached out her hand. The sandwich was shaped like a spindle, modeled after a plant's leaf. Tucked inside were ingredients of various colors. Noel gazed at it, as if reluctant to ruin its shape, but finally, unable to resist the colorful contents, she opened her mouth.

"What is this. It, it’s delicious."

Noel groaned with pleasure.

"...It’s a salad sandwich, using plenty of vegetables specially selected by my family and cheese from Rilka."

"The key is the combination of tomato and cheese," Belmini and Rilka added as an explanation.

I reached for one myself. A pleasant acidity and mellowness spread through my mouth. It was a wonderful combination, refreshing yet with impact and depth. It was similar to a BLT sandwich, but the use of chicken ham made with honey gave it a more subtle flavor, building anticipation for what was to come next.

"The second one features our pride and joy, our meat," Dalgan said.

This sandwich used a round loaf of bread with whole rye grains visible in its fine crumb. It had a brownish hue and gave off an aroma that whetted the appetite. Noel’s throat audibly gulped.

"...M, my mouth is just filled with the taste of the meat. A, and this scent…"

"Are these bits sprinkled on it truffles?" I asked Roston.

"Yes, I added them to the roast beef sauce."

The thickly sliced roast beef sealed in its juices was irresistible. The sensual aroma of the truffles, slightly similar to garlic, was divine. It paired perfectly with the robust flavor of the rye.

"For the third one, I especially need to hear Vinder’s opinion."

After nodding in satisfaction at Noel, who was still dazed by the truffle’s aroma, Roston urged me forward.

"The third one is... fried."

A brown crust peeked out from a wavy, rectangular piece of white bread. The red tomato sauce on top emerged as I pressed it with my fingers.

"Ah, is this fish, by any chance?"

I took a bite in surprise, then immediately checked the cross section. A fried white fish fillet. It was so nostalgic I could have cried. I had loved fish burgers. I had asked for it on a whim when I requested three different types of sandwiches with different ingredients and cooking methods. There were no companies in Central Garden that dealt with fish.

"That’s right. It’s perch I sourced from a fishmonger I know. And…"

"Um, Ricardo-kun, how is the taste?" Alfina asked, looking up at me.

"You don't mean to say you cooked it, do you?"

*That must have struck fear into the hearts of everyone around her.*

"Alfina-sama personally cut the shapes and assembled the sandwiches, too. She said she wanted to make the dish that a certain someone was looking forward to herself," Rilka said.

"W, was it still not good enough? I wasn't able to participate much because of my work at the cathedral."

If she looked up at me with such a worried expression, I would have had no choice but to nod, even if it were just a piece of black bread.

"Judging by Senpai’s face, he’s more than just satisfied," Mia observed, and Alfina let out a sigh of relief.

"So the dessert is being served separately this time," I said, changing the subject to hide my embarrassment.

"Frankly, as an ingredient, this is the rarest delicacy of all," Plural said proudly as he brought over a white fruit. It was a white fruit, split in half and preserved in honey. The flesh was dense, with a color like cheese. It was a cherimoya. It only grows at high altitudes in the south. In other words, it could only be harvested in a very specific environment in this country, and its fruiting rate was low. I figured it must be pollinated by insects.

After hearing about it from Plural and Roston, I had a beehive brought over to try assisting with pollination. In my old world, one of the roles of beekeeping was to pollinate orchards. According to them, the harvest had increased by 1.5 times.

It doesn’t keep for long, but they apparently plan to combine it with the carriage improvements to market it as a new fruit in the Royal Capital.

The trade fair would be its grand debut. One way or another, the members of Central Garden always manage to seize a business opportunity. They’re a tough bunch.

The taste was out of this world. If it were cold, you might mistake it for custard ice cream. The sticky texture, the sweetness, and a richness like cheese were all perfectly integrated. The faint aroma of yairu fruit and the accent of caramel were also wonderful.

Even Alfina and the others, who must have already tasted it, wore dazed expressions. As for Noel, she was still holding the first bite in her mouth, a look on her face as if she didn't know what to do.

"I’ve tasted this so many times, but its deliciousness is just unfair," Rilka sighed.

"Yes, I’ve never eaten a dessert like this, not even at the royal palace," Alfina agreed.

Satisfied with having surprised us, the members of Central Garden began to eat as well. The girls all looked positively blissful, their energy seemingly restored by the sweetness of the dessert.

The boys, on the other hand, looked exhausted, as if they had given it their all. Even Roston was resting his forehead in his hand. It was amusing how it was the complete opposite of how they were with the bearings.

By the way, the ‘Take’ was a simplified version of the ‘Matsu’, with the same fillings in ordinary white bread. For dessert, they would offer french toast upon request. It was a product aimed at wealthy merchants. They decided a taste test wasn't necessary.

"Um, you’re Noel-san, right? What did you think?"

"Oh, um, I was just so surprised."

"‘Surprised’ doesn't tell us much," Rilka said, striking up a conversation with Noel.

*The ‘a friend of a friend is a friend’ theory. From my perspective, she's pulling off such a high-difficulty social combo.*

"...You’re one of us now, another one dragged around by Vinder. ...You don’t have to hold back. Right, Mia?"

"Noel has suffered enough to earn the right to eat this."

"Ah, so it’s true. It’s nice to meet you, then."

What’s with this ‘Ricardo Vinder Victims’ Association’ way of putting things? I am thinking about Central Garden’s profits, you know. These three bento boxes are part of a larger economic plan.
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			"The last one is 'Ume'," Dalgan said, placing a basket piled with slices of black bread on the table.

"Eh, it's just bread?" Noel's voice sounded deflated. Where had all her earlier nervousness gone?

"Not quite. You do this."

Rilka took a slice. Roston and Plural brought over several pots. When Rilka held out her piece of bread, Roston ladled some of the pot's contents onto it. The colorful, green-heavy mixture looked similar to the salad sandwich from earlier.

Rilka folded the bread and took a bite.

"Mmm, it's a little tough, but this is good in its own way."

"Th-That's so unrefined."

"Well, that's just how it is for commoners. We eat sandwiches while walking," I said. *A chance to live up to my reputation as a former Copper-rank company.*

"Customers will first buy this black bread. Then, they'll have it filled at one of the surrounding stalls." The idea was inspired by hand-rolled sushi. Commoners could enjoy a variety of flavors depending on their budget. The price would be a little high, but the quality of the filling would more than make up for it.

"Having a variety of flavors is fun, isn't it."

"Yes, I'd actually prefer to eat this with white bread."

"That's not an option, so please enjoy it while you can."

"But, apart from the bread, aren't the fillings pretty much the same as before?"

Noel looked surprised after cautiously taking a bite of the black bread. Coming from someone who had just eaten the deluxe version, her reaction was excellent. This version had less chicken ham and cheese, bulked up with chopped, inexpensive leafy greens.

"Well yeah, many of the ingredients are shared across Matsu, Take, and Ume. This was the first time I ever had a plan to get this much meat all at once."

"It's the same for the vegetables."

"And even the black bread uses much higher quality flour than usual."

We'd be sourcing the bread in large quantities with the help of Kenwell and Roston.

Of course, the spices used were different. And the dessert was something else entirely. No matter how much the harvest increased, we could never sell such a rare fruit at a price commoners could afford.

As a sweet, we would separately sell the leftover bread crusts from Matsu, fried in oil and lightly drizzled with a thin syrup made from honey and water.

"When we first heard about it, we thought it was a crazy idea, but the logic is sound. After all, you don't need containers."

Exactly. The biggest advantage of Ume was the lack of containers. When serving food to a large crowd, the cost of containers becomes a major issue. Disposable containers mass-produced in factories from petroleum, selling for less than a yen wholesale, simply don't exist here.

The meal might cost 100, but the container would cost 200. We could never offer it at that price.

I'd heard that even on Earth, medieval taverns used bread as plates. That meant a sandwich format, where the bread itself serves as the container, was our only option for serving food to such a large, unspecified number of people.

"Matsu is all about a spectacular presentation. Its closing dessert provides a distinct sense of rarity and luxury. Take is a simplified version of that. And Ume lowers the cost by sharing as many ingredients and preparation methods as possible. That is the economic structure of these three meals."

"Wha... Merchants really think that far ahead...?" Noel mumbled, the hand-rolled sandwich still in her mouth. As a result, Matsu had a high price and a low cost-to-price ratio. Most of the cost was for the presentation. In contrast, Take had a lower price and a higher cost-to-price ratio, but we would sell it in large quantities with minimal effort.

I had proposed the general strategy, but I never imagined it would turn out this magnificently.

And, true to the event's name as an 'exhibition', this structure had another purpose.

"That's not all, is it? We're using the money of nobles and great merchants to promote the new ingredients and dishes we'll be handling to the residents of the Royal Capital," Rilka said.

"Seriously, there's no end to Vinder's scheming. But even so, the pricing is going to be tight."

"You're right. In the worst-case scenario, we might have to write it off as an advertising expense..."

The members handed their cost calculations to Mia. In reality, that would be impossible. But, I suppose we're all in the same boat.

"The respective costs for Matsu, Take, and Ume are..."

Mia displayed the results broken down by sales volume. As expected, the cost-to-price ratio decreased as the quantity sold increased.

"The ratio between Matsu, Take, and Ume is based on the capital's population and class distribution, inflated on the commoner side. Our break-even point at the projected prices is 1,547 and a half sales."

"So we need one out of every two hundred people in the capital to buy something. That's a pretty high bar."

"Can we really gather that many people just by unveiling a new carriage?"

"It'll be difficult to draw the wealthy nobles to the Forum."

"Plural will focus on advertising to our noble customers. But that still won't be enough."

"My aunt and I will help as well, though we can't do anything too overt. Also, Clau can reach out to the Knight Order."

"'Take' is aimed at merchants who might be interested in the carriages, but we still need a way to attract commoners."

"Hold on, some guilds will actively try to interfere. That's too optimistic."

"Ordinary citizens have the least motivation to come to the Forum, but we need them to move the most volume."

One by one, they pointed out the problems. As soon as the conversation turned to money, the lighthearted atmosphere vanished. Noel looked bewildered by how quickly the talk had become so serious and mercenary.

"You're right. Just decorating the carriages and having them drive around the Forum won't be enough. That's where the Knight Order comes in."

I explained the final part of my plan. We were going to hold a demonstration using the Knight Order's carriages.

"You mean, instead of just showing them off, you're turning it into some kind of competition?"

"Exactly. A long-distance one, at that. A four-day race from Bertold to the Royal Capital. This will allow us to demonstrate not just speed, but also load capacity and durability."

"The Knight Order's supply corps will be the ones using the carriages. We'll have them prepare an equal number of their conventional carriages and the new ones fitted with bearings, all under the guise of a training exercise for the baggage train between Bertold and the capital."

Through Alfina, we had already appointed Claudia to act as our liaison with the Knight Order.

"Well, knowing that prince of yours, he'll probably go for it. But man, this is turning into a ridiculously grand event, isn't it," Dalgan said, scratching his head.

"Oh, come on. It's strictly a test for the Knight Order's new carriages. And it's perfectly natural for the finish line to be at the Forum, right where the statue commemorating the dragon subjugation stands."

I myself couldn't decide whether it was better to conceal our new transport capabilities or to use them as a show of deterrence for domestic and foreign powers. But Prince Craig had chosen the latter, arguing that the information would get out eventually anyway.

This would serve as a demonstration that the reformed Knight Order now possessed the ability to complete monster exterminations much faster than before.

It would also help stabilize the western territories, where people were still anxious about the unprecedented Monster Flood, even though it had been successfully suppressed. That was the Grand Duchess's judgment.

"So the performance of the bearings and the improved carriages will be clearly visible to everyone in the form of a Knight Order demonstration," Noel said. It seemed that with her mouth now empty, her capacity for logical thought had returned.

"Any merchant will immediately realize that the commercial distance between Bertold and the Royal Capital has just shrunk,"

"The reformed Knight Order, led by the hero prince. That's bound to become a huge topic of conversation, like it or not."

"...I'm... I'm starting to worry if we'll have enough food."

"It's a Vinder project, so we should have expected it to get this big. I'll talk to Maria-senpai about securing a bit more flour, just in case."

"Haha, using royalty as a crowd-puller. Now that I think about it, that sounds exactly like something Vinder would do."

Everyone began chiming in with their own thoughts.

"Regarding the prince, he's actually the one who's most enthusiastic about it. Oh. And of course, we'll arrange for this training exercise to be held every year. To coincide with the exhibition. It all depends on how this year goes, but I'm counting on your cooperation in the years to come," I said. The improvements to the carriages would become an annual topic of discussion. It's the same principle as the auto races from my past life.

"Haha, so we won't be able to escape even after we graduate."

At Plural's words, all the upperclassmen shook their heads in unison.
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			CRASH!

"This drink is warm."

At the head of the table, illuminated by a lamp, a man in extravagant attire slammed his glass down. As her master's thin mustache quivered, an attendant scrambled to add more ice. It was an expensive liquor distilled from wine, served in a flawless crystal goblet, and now, with even more ice.

Although the man, whose mansion was located in the eastern part of the royal palace, owned a high mountain, the cost of transporting ice to the capital and storing it in his estate's icehouse was astonishing. Especially considering the current state of his domain.

"We were just discussing what that fool Craig is plotting, were we not?"

Prince Delnius of the Kingdom of Crownheite spoke resentfully. He looked down on the three men seated in the lower seats, barely touched by the light.

"P-plotting? I was merely reporting that orders for the maintenance of the new Knight Order's carriages have decreased. We have only received half the number of expected orders."

The best-dressed of the three men answered. The embroidery on the shirt peeking from his cuffs indicated that he had been granted a noble rank, provisional though it may be. A privilege of his position as the Carriage Guild Master. Of course, he knew full well that such a title was of no use to him here.

"Hmph. And after demanding such a large budget."

"If they have money for the Knight Order, they should be using it for my domain. Kurtheite is not as replaceable as Bertold, you know."

"Your words are most true, Your Excellency. The Grand Duke's domain is the cornerstone of the kingdom. However, it seems there are... peculiar movements in Bertold as well."

The Guild Master relayed the information he had received from Pegatta, a Silver-member company under his authority. It was a story about the Grand Ducal House entrusting the maintenance of their carriages directly to artisans. While Pegatta was paid a brokerage fee for the sake of procedure, the timing, overlapping with the Knight Order's situation, was impossible to ignore.

For him, who dominated the carriage market with an overwhelming share, the monetary value itself was not large. The matter with Bertold was merely a transaction involving one of his subordinate silver-member companies. But as a man whose power was derived from mediating between nobles and artisans, he had to be sensitive to the power dynamics of high society.

"What does that vixen want with mere artisans?"

"I... I do not know. However, it is customary for all business to be conducted through us merchants. If such things continue to happen, it will disrupt the established order. And in turn, it could affect the taxes paid to Kurtheite..."

The Guild Master spoke in a formal tone. It was an exaggeration, of course. But the taxes his company paid to the eastern Grand Duke were by no means small. Indeed, the Grand Duke scowled at the mention of taxes. Calest had taken a major blow, and the reconstruction of Kurtheite required enormous funds. For a powerful man who loved luxury, this was something he could not overlook.

"P-perhaps it is a coincidence? But in the Royal Capital as well, the companies under the Food Guild Master have been making suspicious moves."

The man to the Carriage Guild Master's right answered with a dark look in his eyes. His once-luxurious clothes were frayed in places, a testament to the past glory of a man who had gained influence by currying favor with the powerful figures of the guild, Dorefano and Calest.

"The new Guild Master has been wagging his tail for that vixen."

"There is a rumor they are planning something in the Forum of the Royal Capital."

"The Forum... Come to think of it, Craig's dog was saying something like that. He angered Grynisias."

The prince's cheek twitched. He seemed to have remembered his younger brother's moment in the spotlight.

"Speaking of which, His Excellency the Chancellor is not here today..."

"Grynisias is apparently busy with work. He, too, is troubled by the Third Prince's growing influence. It seems he's swamped with miscellaneous tasks related to the establishment of the new Knight Order."

"Speaking of the new Knight Order, the dragon subjugation is quite the topic of conversation."

To the Guild Master's left, the shadows seemed to stir. A man clad in a black hood had spoken for the first time. He was a foreign merchant who had made a connection with the Carriage Guild Master through the timber trade.

"Oh? Is a merchant from the Empire interested in monsters?"

"Of course, we cannot afford to be indifferent. In the Empire, where magical veins run crisscross, monsters are a great threat. I believe Your Excellency the Grand Duke would understand."

"Indeed. Several villages in my domain were destroyed. If that were to happen every few years, it would be quite a burden."

Though he feigned magnanimity, there was an edge of irritation in Zangrich's voice.

"It seems the Third Prince's popularity among the common folk is tremendous. His name is even known in the Empire..."

"Hmph. The beast was likely exhausted from its fight with the Second Knight Order. That fool Craig was simply lucky, nothing more. And yet they praise him as a hero."

The prince cut off the black-robed merchant.

"I see. So, in the kingdom, you lack the magical veins to support such giant monsters. I must say, I am quite envious."

"The Third Knight Order was originally nothing more than a dumping ground for third and fourth sons who couldn't inherit their family titles. Many must be frowning upon their recent arrogance."

"That's right. But many don't see it that way. Not only was Rowan stripped of his position, but even Adele has defected to Craig's side. The old Second Knight Order was originally aligned with us..."

"Speaking of Adele, it seems that fool Craig deliberately stayed in Marel for a whole week before the subjugation."

"Oh, is that so..."

The man in black drew a small, sharp breath.

"Tenberk was suspicious of it. Come to think of it, I hear he's planning to train the baggage train."

"Hah! For a member of royalty, he certainly enjoys mingling with the common soldiers."

"Marquis Tenberk is the commander of the First Knight Order, is he not? Well, well... I have heard that in the Imperial army, they use training to unify their troops."

"You mean he intends to make the new Knight Order his personal army!"

The prince, who had been sneering just moments before, turned pale.

"We must hurry to win over the First Knight Order. As long as we control the First Knight Order, which protects the Royal Capital, we can handle Craig no matter how much power he gains."

"We need to gather information on this training. Have you heard anything?"

Zangrich glared at the merchants.

"N-no. This is strange. If there were training, we should have been contacted beforehand. After all, we are responsible for delivering and maintaining the baggage train's carriages."

The Carriage Guild Master broke out in a cold sweat. The business with the Knight Order was highly profitable and held great symbolic meaning as proof of his unshakable top position in the industry. If that business were to go to someone else... this time, it was enough to make him truly panic.

The memory of Dorefano and Kenwell fighting over military provisions in the Food Guild was still fresh in his mind.

"Now that I think about it... I heard from you that Grand Duchess Bertold is interested in timber from the Empire."

The Guild Master looked at the Imperial merchant.

"Timber? Ridiculous. What would they do with wood in a rural backwater with nothing but wheat fields?"

"......In Bertold, they may be able to repair carriages, but to build new ones... they should be lacking everything they need."

The Carriage Guild Master muttered in agreement, a cold sweat dripping down his brow. He knew very well how many artisans it took to build a single carriage. But the other merchant spoke up.

"We cannot be careless. After crushing Calest and Dorefano to take control of the Food Guild, their next target will be..."

"Prince Craig, Grand Duchess Bertold, and the merchants from the exhibition. It suggests the existence of some large-scale scheme. And there is a newly erected statue in the Forum, is there not?"

At the word "statue," Delnius's eyes widened.

"I will not allow my little brother to become any more arrogant! Whatever he is plotting, we will crush it. We must win over the discontented members of the old Second Knight Order and get information. You lot, use your merchant connections to investigate this exhibition. Dammit, where is that fool Grynisias at a time like this!"

The members of the Second Prince's faction were in an uproar. The two merchants from the kingdom exchanged uneasy glances.

"It seems carriages are the key to something."

The man in the black robe lifted his face, which had been hidden beneath his hood.

"They are the cornerstone of transport on flat land. The Empire does not make much use of carriages, I believe?"

"You will rarely see a scene like in the kingdom, with so many carriages coming and going. Our geography is rather difficult to overcome."

"And yet, the carriage you arrived in was quite impressive."

"Haha, it is precisely because of our geography that we must be innovative. We have vehicles made with special materials. As we travel between the Royal Capital and the Imperial Capital, we are permitted to use them. Of course, once we enter the kingdom, the main roads and the capital's cobblestones we are allowed to use are perfectly flat. Our carriage's main feature, its sturdiness, is a wasted treasure here. It is also tricky to handle. As the number one carriage merchant in the kingdom, I'm sure you could procure any number of superior carriages."

The Imperial merchant waved his hands in a show of humility.

"Hahaha, it is not so simple, I assure you. A slight increase in performance is meaningless if it cuts into our profits."

the Guild Master said. For him, who had ties to the eastern Grand Dukes for generations and received preferential treatment in the supply of wood and metal, this was the essence of business.

"In any case, we cannot let that vixen and the Third Prince do as they please... Mmph!"

Zangrich, who had resentfully drained his goblet, flicked his wrist.

"Eek!"

CRASH. The expensive glass shattered against the wall right beside the maid.

"It's warm. Utterly foul."

At their master's words, the servants scrambled to fetch a new glass and more ice.



		
		
		
			Chapter 70: Chapter 8: First Half – The Monster Records
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 70

			Chapter 8: First Half – The Monster Records

			"Ho ho, this is quite delicious."

In the laboratory, Fulsy was drinking wine and snacking on the contents of the 'Matsu' box. He had finally returned from the garrison of the Third Knight Order, or rather, the new Monster Knight Order. The boxed lunch was my fee for using the room for our meeting.

Besides me, Noel and Mia had also been summoned to the room, as we were the ones involved with magic.

"Oh, this has an unusual flavor as well. Not bad at all."

"That fruit is quite precious, so I'd appreciate it if you didn't gobble it all up..."

I said to Fulsy. At my side, Noel, who had been reaching a finger toward the dish, flinched. *Did she like it that much? Well, I suppose something like ice cream, even a mock version, doesn't exist here. For a drinker like Fulsy, it's probably just curiosity.*

"So, what is the reason for assembling this group?"

"*Ahem*. I have summoned you, of course, regarding the matter of the magic veins and the monsters."

"Regarding the monsters, you mean the records accumulated by the former Second Knight Order? Well, I am interested."

"I thought you would be. Honestly, to think that all those records were barely being utilized..."

Fulsy grumbled. Apparently, the warehouse of the former Second Knight Order contained numerous records from their expeditions into Rubel Wald. That was why Fulsy had been summoned as a monster expert.

However, as is often the case, the quality was inconsistent and nothing was organized. For instance, a description of a bear with horns would be immediately followed by a passage about a mushroom that glows red at night.

"There was an interesting one, a monster they named the Demonic Carpet. It usually stays beneath the soil, but at night, it apparently crawls along the ground. There was a record of it attempting to envelop a Knight Order tent whole to devour the occupants. It was described as a flat body that glowed a faint purple, and when they cut it, the two halves simply slithered away. It must be a type of gelatinous monster. It’s a weak threat, and it doesn't seem to be very tasty. Apparently, magic crystals the size of poppy seeds are scattered throughout its body."

"In that case, it's too inefficient to be of any use."

*A gelatinous monster... So things like slimes exist here.*

It was a creepy story, but Mia only furrowed her brow for a moment. Noel, on the other hand, was fascinated by the sage’s tale. It seems her interest in monster materials is from an alchemical perspective.

"That's not what I mean. Aren't there any smaller monsters, uh, about this size?" I said, pointing to a small gnat that had been about to swarm the boxed lunch.

"Eek, how disgusting. My dessert..." Noel hurriedly moved her plate. Apparently, she's fine with monsters, but not flies.

"You, who have even seen a dragon, are interested in such a tiny monster?" Fulsy said. He still seemed to be holding a grudge.

"It’s hard to use large creatures for experiments, isn't it? The ideal is something small, with a rapid generational turnover, and easy to raise."

My request was for what you would call a ‘model organism.’ Back on modern Earth, the fruit fly was famous. For mammals, it was the mouse, and for fish, I believe the zebrafish, a tropical fish, was a primary example.

As the name "Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine" implies, biological research is closely tied to medicine. The reason animals are used instead of humans is because of their biological similarities. For example, the fundamental mechanisms of genetics are highly similar in everything from E. coli to humans.

Slime molds were another unusual example that were heavily researched. Come to think of it, that 'moving carpet' from earlier sounds a lot like a plasmodial slime mold. In my past life, I saw a video of one dissolving and devouring a mushroom.

For this purpose, a dragon is the worst possible choice imaginable. It would probably take an entire mountain just to keep one. How much would the food alone cost? It would be a different story if we could do cell cultures, though.

"I believe I understand what you are getting at, but as usual, the things you say show no fear of the gods." Fulsy shook his head.

"I'm actually a little self-aware about this particular statement."

The sight of a fly with eyes sprouting all over its body, after being implanted with the gene that creates human eyes, would have been a form of horror if it weren't so small. Incidentally, the eyes that formed were, of course, fly eyes. The gene was like a nobleman who just gives the order to "make an eye," while all the subordinate genes that actually build it belonged to the fly.

Come to think of it, there was also that chicken with scales on the limbs where feathers should have grown, and feathers on the legs where scales should have been.

"Ideally, the best size would be something we could raise by the hundreds inside a box like this. For example, that slime mold... no, that Demonic Carpet. Its magic crystals might not be useful for alchemy, but for the purpose of studying the properties of the crystals themselves, their sheer number would be an advantage, wouldn't it?"

"I see. With a normal-sized monster, it is a great effort to dissect even one at a time, but if they are the size of insects, you can conduct dozens of experiments simultaneously."

"Exactly. It's logical, isn't it?"

The truth is, something on the level of bacteria, like E. coli, would be best. Of course, we can't handle that with the equipment in this world, and I have no intention of causing a biohazard, so that idea is rejected.

Another point that cannot be overlooked is that experimenting with small quantities requires proportionally precise measurements.

"It is frightening precisely because it is so logical. But what is your reason for wanting to know so much about monsters? I thought your interest lay more with the magic veins."

"I know why. He's doing this for Princess Alfina... Ow, Mia, why did you pinch me?"

"I see..."

"...Er, let me explain. I want this land." I pointed to a spot on the large map. It was a small plain wedged between the continent's central mountain range and a great river.

"I have heard this before. Is that not at the foot of the Sanguis Ulcanas, the Blood Mountains?"

"I need this land."

*The land across the great river, situated at the center of the continent's three nations. If I could build a city here... its prosperity as the logistical heart of the three nations would be guaranteed. A city-state like Singapore would be ideal, but being the self-preservationist that I am, I won't voice such a thing.*

"Talking about redrawing the map again? We are fine with it, but do not mention it to too many other people," Fulsy said with an exasperated air. Noel held her head in her hands. Even though I was trying to be discreet, I was being treated like 'that guy' again. In my old world, changing the geography for economic activity was a pretty normal topic of conversation.

"Experiments using living monsters are certainly interesting. However, the other issue is also important. The noise from the Western Observatory."

"Hasn't that been resolved yet?" I thought the problem was simply that the mages weren't accustomed to handling the high-precision magic-sensitive paper.

"Even after my instruction, a clearly strange reaction persists. We have managed to secure about the same level of accuracy as before, so there is no issue with predicting Monster Floods. Which brings me to this. I recalled what Noel said the other day."

"The Sage has business with me... I am honored," Noel said. The momentary pause was likely her recalling the last time Fulsy pawned us off on her.

"Indeed. With your Pi, you can perform fine detail work, can you not? Using that..." Fulsy began to explain to Noel and Mia. It seemed to be about improving the antenna using a die and bearings. That wasn't such a strange idea. I recalled a story about Ino Tadataka, the man who created a hyper-accurate map of Japan during the Edo period, devising a special bearing to keep his compass stable.

"Um, if that's the goal, instead of one rotating circle, you should prepare three and..." I recalled a method for keeping an antenna's direction and angle constant. The three of them looked at me, then for some reason, sighed.

"This is it. Noel, can you make this with your alchemy?"

"Making this rotate smoothly with all this weight... Ah, bearings. Mia, could you lend me a hand for a moment?" Noel called over to Mia after looking at the sage's scribbles.

"Hmm, with the two of you cooperating, this seems doable within my budget," Fulsy said, looking satisfied. His scribble was now covered in numerous corrections and trial designs. Mia and Noel were in the middle of calculating the required amounts of magical metal and magic crystals.

"Don't use her so casually. Noel is basically a walking state secret at this point."

"The same could be said for everyone here."

"You're one to talk!"

"You are a master strategist, senpai, but it seems you cannot see yourself, the point of observation."

I was on the receiving end of everyone's retorts.

"...By the way, Mia. What's the status of that lumber from the Empire?" I asked about something that had been on my mind once things settled down.

"Rilka says that Kenwell has found a way to acquire a single log. We have no definite information regarding its age, however," Mia answered. *One log isn't much to go on, but we'll use it as a sample for all it's worth.*

"Mia, you really have it tough, don't you? Having to take care of this guy."

"Magic, and industry, was it? In addition to that, commerce as well. Mia is truly exceptional."

"The last one is her actual profession," I said, as if to shield Mia from their gazes. I wasn't wrong. In my old world, there was a saying, "Mathematics is the queen of the sciences and their handmaiden."

"All that's left is the pollen..."

"Even though another dragon hasn't appeared? The Knight Order is looking into methods of preservation, are they not?"

"Ah, yes. They are, but..." *As for its effective lifespan... we can determine that to some extent using birds. Since we can't guarantee constant storage conditions everywhere like we could with a refrigerator, testing it in the Knight Order's own environment is the best approach. There's no need for us to get involved. However...*

"Next time, we have to end it before the fight even begins..." I murmured.

"Speaking of the pollen, the prince wanted to have a word with you. It is likely about that carriage matter," Fulsy said, as if it were an afterthought. *I was thinking I needed to go see him soon anyway, but it looks like he reached out first.*
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			I was at the garrison for the first time in a while. The skeletons of several buildings and piles of stone spoke of the new Knight Order currently being formed. I was guided to the same tent as before, one facing the central track of the garrison.

*Even though the number of personnel has doubled, has the command center really not changed that much?*

"Mm. This is delicious," Craig said, holding a fish fry sandwich. The plate his attendant hurriedly offered went unused. I felt a sense of déjà vu. I feel like a caterer. For a Vinder who deals in honey, this feels more appropriate than servicing military carriages, which is a complicated thought.

No, if I'm being honest, eating a meal with a prince is improper from the start. To add to that, having a count's daughter standing by like a guard is plenty strange. *Maybe Alfina's orders haven't been rescinded? I should offer her a lunchbox next time.*

"I told you, didn't I? Ricardo is quite the gourmet as well," the Prince said to his two adjutants on either side, who were eating the same thing. The two knights looked surprised. Well, to the Knight Order, I'm probably just a merchant who sells poison.

Since the "Matsu" is aimed at the nobility, I'll take this reaction as encouraging.

"Oh, this fruit is new to me. A trifle too sweet, but what do you think, Elene?" the Prince asked one of his adjutants, the woman, for her opinion on the dessert.

"I have no opinion on a taste test, Your Highness," the female knight said. *They're seriously treating me like a poison merchant!*

The prince, meanwhile, was saying something nonsensical like, "Hahaha, there's no point being wary of Ricardo. He may one day become family, you know." If that were the case, wouldn't being *more* wary be the proper etiquette for royalty?

"For what reason have you summoned me? Has there been some trouble with the carriages?" I cut to the chase, seeing as we were getting nowhere.

Two of the Knight Order's carriages had already been replaced. Not only were they our primary target customer, but the Knight Order, which runs many horses daily, was also the perfect place for test runs.

For the Knight Order, deploying a carriage into a real battle without thorough testing would be unthinkable. In other words, this was purely a measure based on the customer's wishes and needs, not me using the Knight Order for my own ends. This isn't some collusion between the military and industry. Probably.

"Ah, that is going exceptionally well. Is that really a prototype?" Craig wiped his mouth with a handkerchief and stood up. The two knights at the tent's entrance pulled the flaps aside.

I heard a rumbling *dododododo*, and two carriages racing on the grounds passed by, kicking up clouds of dust from their wheels.

"It was a struggle at first. But when we had them pull cargo, the difference became clear," Craig said as I exited the tent with him. Seeing the commander, a knight with a thick beard and impressive armor rushed over.

"At first, the horses were confused by the carriage's lightness and went too fast. They actually tired out sooner. But…"

The carriage wrapped in white cloth overtook the one wrapped in black. Two soldiers standing at the finish line raised their flags.

"That's thirteen laps to eleven. Right now, we're having the baggage train maintain the optimal pace for the horses. The cruising speed is clearly faster."

An increase of just under twenty percent, huh? Not bad, considering how hard the two craftsmen worked, clutching their stomachs when they first heard who the client was. It was the first time I'd ever seen old man Bowgan's face turn pale.

"What's more, the one with the bearings is carrying about twenty percent more cargo," Craig added. So, about a 1.4-fold increase in speed and transport capacity. The cost, even including the leaf springs, was about ten percent more than a conventional carriage, with labor adding about twenty percent more, I think.

If the distance traveled in a day increases, they'll need fewer non-cargo supplies like food, so it's more than sufficient.

"I also tested them by switching out the horses and running them at top speed for a long time. Aside from my arms getting tired, there were no problems at all. The original carriage's axle bearing warped, though," Craig said with satisfaction. It seems he's been trying all sorts of things with it, as if it were a toy.

"Sounds like it's going well. A carriage built from the ground up for ball bearings would perform even better, I'd imagine."

I fell into thought. Well, it's probably impossible to fully draw out the bearing's performance. As long as the engine is a horse, it's overkill.

"Hmph. So this is the one the young lady, I mean, the Commander, was talking about," the bearded knight glared at me. Come to think of it, I don't recognize his face. His armor is quite impressive.

"I should introduce you. This is Vice-Commander Adele, who leads the new Knight Order's baggage train."

*It's wonderful that a high-ranking officer like a Vice-Commander is in charge of the baggage train. No, that's not it.* This is Clau's father. I instinctively averted my gaze. A sharp glare stabbed me in the temple.

"Can the leaf springs be reinforced further? It's fine if it costs more," the Vice-Commander asked, his eyes still stern.

"On that matter, please have the person in charge speak directly with the craftsmen. You'll get better results that way," I said. This was non-negotiable. If feedback from the Knight Order was conveyed directly, the speed of improvements would increase even more. I deliberately said "the person in charge" to imply that his subordinates would be fine, not necessarily His Lordship the Count. Those two would probably be troubled if a count showed up.

"Hoh, you're telling me to speak with a blacksmith…" Adele's eyes grew sharper. *Help me, your dad is scary.* I looked at Clau. I feel like I'm always hiding behind this girl lately.

"F-Father. No, Lord Vice-Commander. This person is exceedingly rude at first glance, and is in fact rude, but I believe he does not speak nonsense."

"Oh? For this wild mare to say so much. It seems you two are indeed quite close."

"Father. I am merely carrying out the duty assigned to me by the Princess."

Isn't this conversation heading in a weird direction, Clau-san of the Adele household?

"The merchants will grow noisy. We only sent out half the usual number for maintenance this time, after all. They must have been displeased."

"The head of the Carriage Guild seems to do big business in both Kurtheite and the Royal Capital, doesn't he?" I jumped on Craig's words, desperate to escape the heartwarming father-daughter chat happening over my head. Kurtheite, with its timber and mineral resources, also has a thriving carriage production industry. I've had Mia and the others research the Carriage Guild extensively.

"Indeed. He may have suspected he's been caught up in a factional dispute. Or rather, he did suspect it."

"The scary part is that he's not wrong. You just stated that as a fact, didn't you?" In an instant, the Adele father-daughter pair vanished from my mind. I looked at the Prince.

"The First Knight Order has requested we hold a joint exercise."

"…"

This was terrible. There was no way this was a friendly "let's build a cooperative system between knight orders" kind of thing. It meant I'd been dragged into the conflict between the First Knight Order and the new one.

Give me back that triumphant feeling I had just moments ago, that "the exhibition show is going to be perfect" mood.

"Does that mean you'll be holding a race?"

"It seems the head of the Carriage Guild is cooperating with the First Knight Order," Elene said.

"Which means the Grand Duke of Kurtheite and His Highness the Second Prince are naturally behind them," the Count added, getting back to business. In other words, this was that serious.

"The new Knight Order isn't a unified whole yet. There are those who were close to the former commander who took responsibility and retired, and the ones who tried to frame Adele. There is no shortage of those dissatisfied with the new system. Of course, we are trying to keep such people away from the carriages as much as possible."

So, Count Adele, who fought for his life only to be saddled with a disgraceful false accusation, is the one in charge.

"What is their intention?"

"For one, it's a check. A way of telling us not to get too big for our britches, putting ourselves above the First Knight Order."

"Wouldn't it backfire if they lose?" The existence of the improved carriages must have reached them, even if they don't have the exact numbers.

Given the pretext of a military march exercise to the west, it will be a long-distance endurance race. Those are favorable conditions for the improved carriages. Furthermore, the Monster Knight Order is structured for expeditions, while the First Knight Order is likely structured to defend the Royal Capital.

"If the Carriage Guild is on their side, they might have something up their sleeve. Or perhaps…"

"They have no intention of running a fair race from the start," said the great noble who was nearly crushed by a false accusation. His words carried a heavy ring of truth.

"I suppose it's unavoidable." For my part, the achievement of my goal is already guaranteed. All I need is to demonstrate that the performance of existing carriages can be improved. Just having the Second Knight Order's carriages, both conventional and improved models, compete against each other would prove the superiority of ball bearings.

"Won't the exhibition you're organizing be a huge success?"

"It'll be so successful the members of Central Garden will be screaming." There won't be nearly enough of them. There are plenty of regular stalls in the Forum, too. I had no intention of kicking them out, but I'll have to think of something.

"Then there are the rules. More precisely, a system for enforcing the rules." I sighed.

"This is their meddling. We can force them to align with us on the rules to some extent. Adele. Hurry the calculations for the expected time between the Royal Capital and Bertold. Elene, continue to probe their intentions. Prioritize Adele's information on this matter as well," Craig commanded. Adele bowed once and headed for the track. I felt the air in the place lighten just a little.

"Ricardo, I'm counting on you for that system to enforce the rules you mentioned."

Please don't say that with a look that says, 'it's better than dealing with a dragon'. It's a difficult problem in its own right. Creating rules for conflicts between people is my weakest area.

*A rule to enforce the rules. It probably needs three elements. I have no choice but to repurpose that.*

"I'll be using a bit more of those spoils from last time." Furthermore, I need a mechanism to time the finish at the Forum. Finishing in the middle of the night is unthinkable in this world, but an early morning finish would be bad for business. If it were just Craig's Knight Order, I could arrange something, but with a competition, that's not an option.

"I'll need to set up checkpoints, and incorporate a way to certify them."

This was worse than having trouble with the carriages.

"And another thing. The First Knight Order added one more condition."

"What is it now?"

"Actually…"

Hearing the Prince's words, my mood grew even more somber. They want to let civilian carriages participate too. That just makes everything, from the rules on down, even more complicated.
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			Fortunately, it was a clear day.

On the plains spreading out from the Royal Capital's main gate, over thirty carriages were arranged in an arc. A great number of people bustled around them, and the city walls above were packed with spectators.

The day had come for the start of what had essentially become a long-distance endurance carriage race.

Among the participating vehicles, two groups positioned at either end of the arc stood out. On the left and right, two sets of six two-horse carriages were separated, similar not only in size but also in shape. However, as the morning sun shone down, the two factions gave off completely different impressions.

To the left of the main gate, six brand new carriages gleamed, reflecting the sunlight. To the right, however, were used carriages, their surfaces dull with scratches and dirt.

The shiny carriages bore a crest of a blue circle enclosing a square on a white field. Flying over the tarnished carriages was a banner depicting a wildcat on a black field.

Knights wearing their respective crests surrounded each group of carriages. Although the distance between them now dissipated it, just moments before, a palpable tension had crackled between the two sides. To be more precise, the new-carriage group had been blatantly pointing at the used ones. The commotion quieted down, as expected, when the prince made his appearance.

Apparently, the First Knight Order had been provided with new carriages by the Carriage Guild at a bargain price. Peeking out from the undercarriages of the new vehicles were leaf springs. The front of the carriage boxes were also slightly sloped.

*It's one thing to incorporate high-end specifications into military equipment, which is all about practicality. But that slope is probably for air resistance, right? Wouldn't that reduce comfort and durability? Either way, this isn't technology that could be prepared overnight. Does that mean they already had it but just weren't using it?*

In any case, it meant their sponsor had really splurged. Well, as long as they competed fairly, I didn't mind that at all.

Between the two imposing groups of knights were carriages of various colors and shapes. These were, so to speak, the general participants, carriages from various merchant companies. It was impressive that nearly twenty had gathered, despite the last-minute announcement. And that was after a few had already dropped out.

The official reason was that in times of crisis, private merchant companies might also be called upon to cooperate. Participating companies would receive a subsidy based on their final ranking.

Near the center, I could see a carriage bearing the Kenwell mark. Jean-senpai had wanted to participate as the representative for Central Garden. The other companies, as one would expect, didn't have the manpower to handle both this and the trade fair. Flanking the Kenwell carriage were a few other strangely new-looking vehicles.

Every carriage was fitted with a metal plate, on which a number and a frame of four squares were embossed. Getting those ready had been a real pain.

I looked up at the Kurtheite crest fluttering from the gatehouse extending out from the city wall above the main gate. Seeing the rose crest displayed alongside it, it seemed the older brother had come to watch his younger brother's exploits. He was the very source of all this trouble.

From the left and right factions, one carriage each drove out and met in the center. When a knight stood up from the well-worn carriage, a cheer erupted from the city walls. It was the hero prince's entrance.

Standing up from the brand new carriage was a stern, large man. He was apparently one of the First Knight Order's captains and also the head of a viscount house.

"This exercise is to allow the Knight Order to swiftly respond to the monster hordes that threaten the kingdom..."

Craig began to explain the significance of the exercise. First, he recounted the recent monster flood in the west, establishing the background that the kingdom now needed to prepare for monster floods in both the east and west.

Next was the scenario for the current training. Signs of monster floods had appeared in both the east and west simultaneously, with one being a medium scale flood. The Knight Order would first strike the medium flood with all its might, then turn right around to subjugate the flood in the west. Designating one as medium scale was the justification for the First Knight Order to lend its strength as well.

For a military operation that circles the entire kingdom, the bottleneck would naturally be the baggage train. That, he explained, was precisely why the Knight Order was conducting an exercise to strengthen its transport capabilities.

The reason merchants were participating was the pretext that private citizens were also cooperating to supplement the insufficient transport capacity. It was a beautiful story if you didn't know the background. A pretext's power lies in its beauty. At least, until it crashes into reality.

The crowd fell silent for a moment at the scenario of a kingdom pincered by monster hordes. But they erupted into cheers at Craig's powerful declaration, "Even if monster floods occur in the east and west simultaneously, the Monster Knights will prove they have the strength to protect the people of this kingdom."

On Craig's command, white cloths were tied to three of the Monster Knights' six carriages. The carriages with the white cloths were the improved models equipped with ball bearings. Those without were the conventional models.

It was a benchmark, a clear way for the spectators to understand how superior the improved carriages were.

"He's certainly used to the big stage. A world apart from me."

A lone carriage was parked some distance away. I murmured from its window. I almost felt like adding a narrator's voiceover, "And there stood the pitiful commoner, caught in the middle of the knightly orders' proxy war."

"What are you talking about, you're the one who caused this clash between the knights. I had a terrible time because of your request, you know."

Noel's voice came from inside the carriage.

"I can't quite agree with being called the one who caused it, but I am grateful for the number plates."

"Are you really. I get the feeling you think you can use alchemists for cheap..."

"I brought you the French toast like I promised, didn't I. Apprentice."

I said, pulling my head back inside the carriage.

"W, well, that was delicious, but... I was helping the Sage at the same time, so it was really tough."

The plates fixed to the carriages were all thanks to Noel.

"Young Master. You should use more proper language with a girl."

A voice called down from the driver's seat. A woman with short, indigo hair and somewhat sharp eyes turned to admonish me. It was Remi, who, like Jacob, was hired exclusively by Vinder. Speaking of which, Jacob was riding in the Kenwell carriage. That was to avoid a situation where Noel was the only girl. Though I hadn't thought of it until Mia suggested it.

"More importantly, which is the suspicious carriage Jacob mentioned?"

"Yes. It's that one parked right next to the First Knight Order."

It was on the complete opposite side. I squinted to get a better look.

"That mark belongs to the Carriage Guild Master's company, right? He's the obvious one to watch, but..."

"The undercarriage is hidden by mudguards," Remi said.

I leaned out the window and looked toward the tip of her whip. It seemed like an ordinary carriage at first glance, but there was indeed a skirt hanging down from the body.

"That's concerning. It's not against the rules, but still."

"Furthermore, it's being pulled by some very fine horses, but they seem to dislike pulling the carriage."

"How can you tell what a horse is feeling? For me..."

"You can't even read people's hearts, can you. I know."

"Ahahahaha."

"You're not wrong, but the way you say it..."

I wasn't going to argue, but to be laughed at by Noel, who I felt was a kindred spirit, was a little much.

"Look at their ears. See how they're drooping?"

They were magnificent horses, no less impressive than the Knight Order's, but it was true their ears weren't perked up. I see. A company run by the Carriage Guild Master would be able to select individuals in peak condition and mood from among their best horses.

"I wonder what they're planning. Well, I've already taken countermeasures..."

"The plates attached to each carriage serve as proof of participation. Removing it will not only result in disqualification but also incur penalties."

On the plains, Count Adele was explaining the rules. The knights on horseback were, in a sense, the monitors for this race.

There was a phrase I was taught repeatedly in elementary school. Something like, "If you all behaved properly, we wouldn't need rules."

I have no objection to the idea that self-regulation is best, but the notion that things can truly function without rules is absurd. Simply following the rules properly is an achievement in itself. Therefore, rules must have elements that enforce compliance.

If laws alone could prevent crime, we wouldn't need police, would we?

The most crucial element of that is personal identification. What we attached to the participants' carriages were, in essence, number plates. In modern Japan, there was probably no system more efficient at making people follow the rules.

The material was True Iron, and the engraved numbers were marked with a small seal of magic-infused metal. Moreover, the design incorporated a combination of circles, making it extremely difficult to alter.

Another element was the eyes of those around. The knight orders were in a position to monitor each other. The merchants were also conscious of their peers' gazes.

The final element was penalties and the power and authority to make people believe they could be enforced. This time, since Craig himself was participating, authority was not an issue.

It goes without saying that the eyes of others and the penalties only have power because the identification system works.

Incidentally, the participants were only told today that these plates would be attached. Of course, it caused a bit of a fuss. But wearing a number for a race is common sense. The participants who complained were duly noted on a list.

According to Remi, who had been observing the Carriage Guild Master before we arrived, his face had twitched the moment he heard about the plates. He had quickly regained his composure, so perhaps they were confident in their carriage's performance.

"Now, load the cargo."

At Adele's words, the baggage trains of the two knight orders were loaded with expedition supplies. The weight, of course, was standardized. Just enough to show the greatest difference between the carriages with and without ball bearings.

The merchants' carriages were loaded with metal and lumber. The pretext was something about transporting military supplies that would be needed in the west. The Grand Ducal House would purchase the metal and wood there. They would unload the resources in Bertold and return with food supplies. Any merchant would understand this simulated commercial activity between cities.

"For the general participants, the leg to Bertold will serve as the preliminary round."

This was one way to predict the finish times. The knightly order's carriages would have their start order for the next day determined by their arrival rank in Bertold. This meant that any time gaps due to distance would be semi reset before the finish in the Royal Capital. Based on the times calculated from the Monster Knights' tests, the leading knights were scheduled to reach the Royal Capital at exactly noon.

Of course, once the preliminary results were in, they would be sent from Bertold by fast horse, and the rankings would be posted in the Forum in the capital. From then on, during the main race, the rankings would be updated at each checkpoint set up along the highway. It was a mechanism to liven up the trade fair.

By the way, the outbound trip to Bertold, the preliminaries, had simple rules. They just had to arrive with their cargo intact. By the time the difference in our performance became clear, an environment where cheating is difficult would already be in place.

What if I lose on pure ability? A forty percent increase in transport efficiency in such a short time is normally impossible. In fact, both the First Knight Order and the merchants had looks on their faces that said, "Wait, we have to load this much?" Furthermore, when we attached the number plates, we checked their axles. They were perfectly ordinary sliding bearings, in other words, just simple tubes.

Oh, and the use of magic by the Knight Order during the race is prohibited. Are the bearings made with alchemy, you ask? The bearings themselves are just metal. They don't use magic.

"Whatever they're plotting, this should have nipped most of it in the bud."

"...You, you are truly ruthless, you know," said Fulsy, who had been completely absorbed with his antenna.

"I'm busy too, you see. I just need to cut down on potential trouble from the start."

Of course, this wouldn't prevent everything. But by the time they realized their only option was an extreme one...
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			"Indeed, we can't be bothered with some carriage race. The preparations cost a fortune. I wonder how much of my baron's stipend went up in smoke..." Fulsy said.

*So he receives a corresponding stipend instead of a fief. With his sage's pension added on, it must have been a considerable sum.*

"In a way, this is the finest carriage in the kingdom," I said.

A large platform was suspended in the center of the carriage. On it sat Fulsy’s prized magic antenna. The antenna was surrounded by three nested rings. On Earth, the closest thing would be a gimbal-mounted compass. In more modern terms, it was the structure of a gyroscope. Despite its cutting-edge name, the mechanism had actually been around for a surprisingly long time, and even contributed to Ino Tadataka's map-making efforts.

Furthermore, between the platform and the carriage's ceiling, one large and two small springs were installed. It was a crude structure, but by Earth's standards, this part was newer. It was the same mechanism soba shops use on their delivery motorcycles. Instead of leaf springs, these were ordinary coiled springs that expanded and contracted. They were crafted by processing magical metal into thin wires using a helical formula. This was where most of the cost Fulsy lamented had gone.

It was the only method available for making thin, uniform metal wires. Even so, it was impossible to achieve the soft compression of the air springs used in my previous world. Soba noodles would probably spill if placed on it. Worse still, the springs were so thin that a few days of riding would cause them to deform, degrading their performance.

Suspended from the roof, the mechanism absorbed the carriage's vibrations like a delivery shock mount. The gimbal kept its angle constant at all times. It was a mobile measuring station. Of course, it had its limits on rough roads, and its accuracy would drop once we started moving.

Incidentally, this carriage was that first prototype we modified at Bertold. And though it was number one, its suspension was more meticulously adjusted than that of the Knight Order's carriages. With the first one, we were especially careful about the vibrations transmitted to the bearings. It was an over-engineered performance characteristic of a prototype.

"Let's do a test run of the antenna before we depart."

Fulsy's ring glowed. The horizontally-leveled antenna gave off a faint light, and a small point of light appeared on a crystal ball placed a short distance away.

"Hmm. Yes, yes, that direction is the Mage's Dormitory... Hmm?"

"What is it, Sage-sama?" Noel asked anxiously.

"There is a faint shadow nearby," Fulsy said, his words chilling enough to make your heart sink if you heard them in a doctor's office.

"Is it the Knight Order's equipment?"

The use of magic was forbidden in this race, but the knights' equipment was related to alchemy. It wouldn't be surprising if it registered a reaction.

"No, the direction isn't the Knight Order. It's this way."

Fulsy rotated the gimbal. It stopped at a precise angle. I looked out the carriage window, following Fulsy's pointing finger.

"...That carriage, huh."

In that exact direction was the Guild Master's carriage, its undercarriage shrouded. Besides the First Knight Order, they were our primary party to be wary of. I suppose I should be glad the number of threats hadn't increased.

"It seems to be carrying something that absorbs magical energy."

"Not emitting it?" I tilted my head.

"If it were, it would show up as a reaction, wouldn't it?"

Perhaps it was a component similar to the black walls in Fulsy's laboratory.

"To create such a distinct shadow at this distance, it might be more effective than what we're using."

Fulsy pushed me aside to get a better look at the carriage. It was a natural reaction for someone with such an extraordinary interest in measurement.

"That just makes it more suspicious. Where would they get something like that..."

If even Fulsy didn't know about it, could it be from outside the kingdom? It might be related to the fact that the Second Prince's faction is pro-Empire.

"Should we tell the Knight Order and have them investigate?" Remi asked.

"We'll just pass the information to the prince. The decision is up to them."

The rules to enforce the rules were already in place. Besides those we could see, many of the Wildcat Knights and retainers from the Grand Ducal House of Bertold were participating. I couldn't imagine our opponents being that well-prepared. In fact, several carriages withdrew from the race after hearing the rules.

If they were to allow imperial eyes to observe the Knight Order's drills, it would be a clear act of inviting foreign aggression. However, the judgment was that since this was a drill in the western territories, it would attract the Empire's attention one way or another. They might let them run loose, treating them as a valuable source of intelligence.

I gave a signal, and a knight bearing the wildcat crest approached. I asked him to deliver a message to the prince.

"It's starting. We're heading out, too," Remi said, raising her whip.

"Whoa, careful..."

The carriage lurched into motion, and I stumbled. My shoulder bumped into something soft.

"Hey, watch it."

"S-sorry."

Noel caught me. I absolutely did not feel the thickness of an airbag that deployed because I couldn't quite kill my momentum. Not at all.

"What will we do if the antenna breaks?"

"That's what you're worried about?"

"What else would I... Hey."

Noel shoved my shoulder and glared at me. Remi glanced back, her eyes cold.

"Ah, hahaha..."

I scrambled back to my post. This was a journey to measure the magical energy from the ground all the way to Bertold. Our purpose was to confirm the source of the noise in the west that had been troubling Fulsy.

Looking out the window, I saw an arrow fired into the sky. The carriages lined up on the grassy plain began moving toward the main road all at once. The road wasn't wide enough for everyone, so this starting formation was necessary to avoid an unfair advantage.

Trying to get onto the road first was an obvious strategy.

"Well now, the plan was to not go all out at the start, but..."

The Knight Order's carriages overtook the merchants' from both sides, as if enveloping them. The merchants' carriages were falling behind. Even on a plain, the ground was much rougher than the road. They were shaking, really shaking.

With Craig in the lead, the carriages bearing the wildcat flags split into two groups. The three with white cloths wrapped around them naturally took the lead. The First Knight Order was positioned about level with Craig's carriage. From this, they looked evenly matched. Since we'd yielded the Bertold side, the First Knight Order might enter the main road first at this rate. I started to worry a little.

"They're using their whips completely differently," Remi said.

I see. So unlike Craig, they were pushing their horses too hard.

Craig's carriage and the First Knight Order's carriage entered the main road at almost the same time.

Cheers erupted from atop the castle walls. The spectators probably thought the used carriages were putting up a good fight. In reality, it was the new ones that were being pushed to their limit.

"Alright, how about the general group..."

I looked at the merchants' carriages that had been overtaken by the knights. As expected, a carriage with the Kenwell mark was in the lead. And...

"Looks normal."

The carriage in question was just ahead of the middle of the pack. The newer carriages, likely backed by the Carriage Guild, were probably ahead of it.

"The race is going pretty much as expected. How are the measurements coming along?"

Even if there was less shaking, it was still far rougher than a car from my old world. For starters, the road wasn't paved with asphalt. The sage pointed the antenna toward the Royal Capital.

"Even at this speed, the drop in sensitivity is within expected parameters. It should be sufficient once we're on the main road."

Fulsy adjusted the antenna's center of gravity with a weight, then aimed it at the ground.

"Hmm, just as I thought, no reaction from the ground."

"Is it really possible to get a reaction from a magic vein on flat land?"

"That's what we're here to find out. If we're wrong, we'll think of something else."

The noise plaguing the western observatory. Our hypothesis was that its source was a thin magic vein that had formed on the plains. Just as Noel tilted her head in confusion, magic veins were known to follow mountain ranges, so it was an unconventional idea. But, if we assume magic veins flow like magma on Earth, it wouldn't be strange for a volcano to form on a plain. In Japan, Showa-shinzan was a famous example. Volcanic islands like Hawaii were formed that way, too.

Considering the recent fluctuations in the magic veins, we couldn't dismiss even the slightest possibility. This carriage was built for the sole purpose of measuring the ground's magic vein reactions from the Royal Capital all the way to Bertold. Of course, various other applications could be considered for the future.

Depending on the situation, we might have to ask Fulsy and the others to go near the Red Forest.

Given my obligations with the trade fair, I had to return to the Royal Capital. Preparations for the fair were already underway. The members of Central Garden, led by Maria-senpai, were likely working hard. Interference was a possibility there too, but since it involved merchants, Kenwell, as the Guild Master, should be able to keep things in check. His situation of being the only Guild Master without an honorary title had been rectified, after all.

As for interference from higher up...

"Now I can only hope Alfina and the Grand Duchess handle things well..." I said, looking back at the receding Royal Capital.

"Noel's position is also on the line, you know," Fulsy added.

"...Sage-sama. I was trying to forget about that."

Noel pulled down her hood for the first time in a while and buried her face in her knees, which she had pulled up to her chest.
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			The walls of the office were a somber blue, like a winter sky. The floor, without a single speck of dust, felt less clean and more precarious, as if one were walking on ice. Even the steam rising from the cup on the reception table seemed to only emphasize the chill in the air.

Across the table sat an elderly man. The dark violet insignia on his collar was a mark reserved for just one person, the man at the pinnacle of the civil service. As if to symbolize the very order of the kingdom he represented, his formal robes were worn with not a single thread out of place.

This was the second time she had faced him directly, but for Alfina, he remained an opponent to be wary of.

Then again, the less than friendly attitude might have been mutual. Alfina’s aunt and guardian, sitting beside her, wore what could only be described as a political smile and had not even touched her cup.

Alfina desperately tried to relax her cheeks, which threatened to stiffen with tension. To her, this situation was an important task she had been assigned.

"So, for what reason have you summoned me, Duke Grynisias?" Euphelia was the first to speak, having confirmed that the Chancellor had taken a token sip from his cup before setting it down.

"As I informed you previously, it concerns the Magic Division. There are rumors that the Magic Division, an institution of the kingdom, is being used for the private interests of the Grand Duchess Bertold."

The Chancellor spoke of Noel dispassionately, his expression unreadable. Alfina’s tension grew. The presentation on the bearings at the Grand Duchess’s residence, the trip to Bertold that Alfina had accompanied her on, the approximate amount of magical metal used for the bearing’s die. The information the Chancellor possessed was precise.

"Hmph," Euphelia said. "It concerns a single apprentice in the third and smallest building. Surely you are exaggerating."

"Apprentice she may be, but she is still a member of the Magic Division. And now, she has left the division for a second business trip to Bertold. It seems to coincide perfectly with the exercises of the Third… no, the new knight order, does it not."

Alfina’s heart stirred at the thought of the girl being with Ricardo.

"I have heard that a formal request was made to solve a problem at the Western Observatory, have you not?"

"The baron, who is also a sage, seems to be on friendly terms with the Grand Duchess and Prince Craig these days."

"That is correct. It is a connection formed through our cooperation in defeating the dragon," Euphelia said, her words a mix of fact and sarcasm. The Chancellor’s expression did not change in the slightest. Feeling useless for being unable to interject a single word, Alfina clutched the box and paper in her hands tightly.

"The Magic Division is strictly under the Royal Palace's jurisdiction. To begin with, the knight order's equipment…"

"Carriages are also the knight order's equipment…"

"Now that the supply of both magical metal and magic crystals is being restricted…"

"The amount being used is trivial. Moreover, the magic crystals were spoils from the last monster subjugation…"

"In that case, for only the knight order to…"

"What problem is there for a single apprentice to be attached to the knight order…"

"That apprentice's position is being privatized by the knight order, or rather, by the Grand Duchess…"

The conversation between the Chancellor and her aunt was going nowhere. Alfina maintained her silence, but the Chancellor's next words caused her tension to spike.

"Then, there is the matter of the trade fair to be held at the Forum in the Royal Capital. It appears to be scheduled to coincide with the knight order's training."

Grynisias glanced at Alfina.

"It has received a royal charter. What is the problem? The Chancellor's Office also granted its permission, did it not."

"Oh, no. I was quite surprised when I looked into it. I had assumed a mere Silver-ranked company was simply using the occasion to advertise a new product. But the head of the Food Guild, several companies under his purview, and even the knight order’s training are all linked. Furthermore, it is not just food being exhibited. A Silver-ranked company of the Food Guild selling carriages is a clear violation of the guild's regulations, is it not."

"Is that so. I was there as well, but Ricardo Vinder called it a little imitation of the Shoken Festival. Does that not mean it is an activity unbound by the guild's framework."

"That is precisely the concern being raised by the Commercial Guild. They fear it is a rejection of existing business customs."

"And that is why it is for only three days. Why such exaggeration."

"I have also received information that the Grand Duchess engaged in a transaction that ignored commercial customs."

"How I tinker with my own carriage is my own freedom. In the first place, when it comes to repairs, merchants merely introduce artisans, do they not."

"Repairs, you say. The carriages of Prince Craig's knight order. I hear the repairs for the carriages participating in this training were also performed in Bertold. And in a corner of the Grand Ducal estate, no less."

As Grynisias laid out the facts, Alfina was somehow reminded of Ricardo’s methods. But this was no time to be impressed.

"The Vinder Company, was it. What are they plotting? From what that boy Ricardo Vinder said, this is by no means on the scale of imitating the Shoken Festival. The Grand Duchess and the Princess are both listed as investors in that company."

Finally, Grynisias had said the name.

"…………"

For the first time, Euphelia’s mouth stopped moving.

"The Grand Duchess is using this company to exert some kind of influence on the balance between the east and west of the kingdom. The Grand Duke of Kurtheite, for example, seems to be concerned about this," Grynisias pressed. For the first time, Alfina spotted a mistake from the veteran bureaucrat. Her most precious friend's goal was not something so small.

"Euphelia. From here on, I will explain," Alfina said, clenching her fists under the table.

"Oh. Princess Alfina, you will?" The Chancellor looked as if he had been caught completely off guard.

"Yes. I am also an investor in Ricardo's… in the Vinder Company. Therefore, I should have the right to do so."

"…I see. Then, please proceed." The Chancellor brought the cup to his lips.

"The objective of our Vinder Company is the revitalization of the entire kingdom's commerce."

As she spoke, Alfina opened the box and took out the small, lead prototype bearing. To the bewildered Grynisias, she explained the significance of this component to the best of her understanding. This was the venture she was undertaking with him. For the past few months, she had been by his side as much as her time allowed.

"This mechanism… will increase the efficiency of transport by carriage…" The Chancellor looked dubiously at the crude piece of metal Alfina had handed him from her delicate hand.

"Its actual effect will be proven in the upcoming race. The results from the tests with the knight order have been compiled here." Alfina spread out the paper on which Mia had listed rows of figures.

"First, these numbers. A comparison of weight and travel speed before and after using the bearing…"

At half the speed she had heard from Mia, Alfina slowly moved her finger across the page. At first, Grynisias looked troubled, but when she spoke of the effective distance between the two major cities flanking the Royal Capital shrinking, his expression suddenly changed. His gnarled finger gave the bearing a slight spin.

"Making transport more efficient does not just benefit merchants and the knight order. It should also be a welcome development for a Duke entrusted with governing the entire kingdom. For example, if a certain region suffers from a food shortage due to some disaster, the damage can be minimized by quickly transporting supplies from other regions," Alfina explained.

"Furthermore, the increased movement of goods and people will bring prosperity to many livelihoods, starting with inns."

"…………"

Numbers flew through the mind of the Chancellor, who now wore the face of a bureaucrat. His gaze had, at some point, overtaken her fingertip on the page.

"Moreover, it will be a blessing for the people of the farming villages…"

"Wait a moment. Why would you concern yourself with people from farming villages flowing into the Royal Capital…"

"It is a sorry state of affairs, but many of them are desperate people from the west," Euphelia added. "The capital's public order should be a concern for you as well. Especially in a situation where you cannot obtain the active cooperation of the First Knight Order."

"However, to have an alchemist from the Magic Division tied down making carriages…"

"That will not be necessary. The alchemist is only needed to create the initial die and perform very minor maintenance."

Alfina explained what she had seen in the workshop, even using gestures. She demonstrated putting the dies together with her slender fingers. As Alfina went on to describe the intense heat of the furnace, a smile finally broke on Grynisias’s face.

"And no matter how durable a magical metal die is, if the dies strike against each other, they will wear down. Noel, the apprentice alchemist the Duke was concerned about, said that maintenance is needed about once a year." Alfina then explained the maintenance method she had heard from Noel.

"In other words, it will require repairs at regular intervals, just like the knight order's equipment. And those repairs can be managed with small magic crystals that are too inefficient for other uses. And those who use the dies will pay a fee for each repair."

"Yes. The fee for a single die is trivial, but if the number and types of dies increase…" Alfina continued her explanation.

"In addition to increasing the Magic Division's revenue, the core part of the technology can ultimately be managed by the Royal Palace," Grynisias concluded, folding his hands on the table.

"That is correct. Of course, a legally binding contract will be formed. Otherwise, the artisans will not be able to devote themselves to production with peace of mind." Alfina smiled. Grynisias looked at Euphelia.

"To have educated the still young princess to this extent is quite something."

"That is a misunderstanding. When it comes to that explanation, Alfina is far more knowledgeable than I."

"Then allow me to ask." Grynisias began to list the potential consequences of disrupting the existing business customs. The unemployment of merchants. The livelihoods of artisans, which had been protected to a minimum by merchants until now. Unemployment due to the widening technological gap among artisans. Disputes arising from the widening income gap between artisans. Who would absorb the negative impact of non-uniformity in supplied goods. He raised issue after issue, as if tracing the spider-silk threads of the kingdom's administrative structure.

Grynisias cast aside his restraint and glared at the princess. But Alfina simply smiled.

"It reminds me of the words I was told during the very first prophecy." Alfina spoke cheerfully of the memory of having her own naive ideas shot down one after another.

"The role that merchants fulfill will itself remain. In the long term, we will make adjustments to promote cooperation between artisans and merchants. Is that not where the skill of Dukes like yourself comes into play?"

An innocent gaze that seemed to say, *Of course you can handle that much, right?* was directed at Grynisias. He sighed.

"In the end, this is a matter of restructuring the very framework of the kingdom. To be honest, it far exceeds the scope I had envisioned."

"Why not think of it as a kind of test?" Euphelia said, as if offering a compromise. "This endeavor is, for now, limited to a very small scope. For the time being, I will not let it leave the corner of my estate. What we will do in Bertold is only the modification… the repair of existing carriages. As the princess explained, Bertold does not have the system to build new carriages from scratch. You should know that as well, Chancellor."

Alfina remembered Ricardo's words about establishing a special economic zone.

Grynisias fell silent. She waited, her nerves taut, to see which way the Kingdom's Chancellor's scales would tip.

"…………It is certain that this will benefit the kingdom. For now, at least… to the extent that a single apprentice receives requests from a baron or a prince, I will permit it. As for what the Grand Duchess does within her own territory, I will observe for the time being."

"Thank you for your understanding, Duke."

"It is less understanding and more… By the way, you said it will still take time, but how long do you envision, Your Highness? I would like to hear it for my own reference." The Chancellor asked Alfina, his face looking as though the fight had been taken out of him. Alfina tilted her head slightly before answering.

"I believe it will take at least several years."

"Several years!?"

At Alfina's answer, Grynisias, who had been starting to relax, was stunned.

"That's right. It seems our sense of time has also become a little strange. I shall also take care that the pace does not become impossible to handle," Euphelia laughed.

"There is one thing I must confirm." Grynisias picked up the bearing. "Including this, who is it that painted this picture?"

"Who do you think?" Euphelia said, amused.

"I am asking because I do not know. With all due respect, it is not the Grand Duchess. I cannot imagine it is Prince Craig either. Surely you are not going to say it was that boy." Grynisias looked genuinely perplexed.

"That is a secret. Well, you can just think it appeared in a revelation from a dream." Euphelia laughed. At the non-answer, the Chancellor stared at the Grand Duchess, trying to discern her true meaning. Euphelia did not let her teasing smile falter. *Oh, Auntie,* Alfina thought, mentally covering her mouth.

◇◇

"You did quite well, Alfie. Pushing the Chancellor back to a neutral stance is a significant achievement."

"Do you think so? I wonder if Ricardo-kun will praise me." Alfina's face broke into a bright smile. She did not notice that the gap between this and her earlier dignified demeanor nearly made her guardian stumble.

"…………I suppose he's reached Bertold by now."

"I hope he's safe…" Alfina clasped her hands in front of her chest.

"We have things to think about on our end as well."

The guardian's murmur did not reach Alfina, whose attention was directed out the window.
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			"There’s nothing like solid ground after a long carriage ride."

Stretching with all my might in the Bertold workshop, I felt every muscle protest. The trip had been shortened, but three and a half days on the road was still a heavy burden. I was genuinely happy just for the simple pleasure of sleeping in a real bed tonight.

"You sound like an old man."

"The real old man is the one over there," I said, pointing to Fulsy. He was lying face down on a cot, one hand pressed to his lower back. He had been ecstatic about all the data we were collecting on the road, but it seemed the moment we arrived, his back pain came rushing back.

Even so, he had already gathered two of the craftsmen before his cot and was peppering them with questions about the carriage. He was probably trying to figure out how to improve the accuracy of his mobile observatory. His inquisitive spirit was as impressive as ever.

The two men, looking utterly bewildered by his rapid-fire questions, shot a pleading glance toward Noel. To them, Fulsy was a baron, so they couldn’t just brush him off.

"I'll go talk with Bowgan-san and the others," Noel said.

"Yeah, please check on the status of the dies for me."

"I know. Thanks to you, the situation is even more critical than when we left."

"It wasn't my fault. Blame the First Knight Order and the Carriage Guild for their interference."

Ignoring my protest, Noel walked over to Fulsy.

"Another new girl? You shouldn't make Mia worry so much, you know," Jacob said, having joined us at the workshop.

"What was remotely romantic about that business talk? Besides, Mia knows her better than I do. Forget that, just tell me about the preliminaries."

"...Understood."

Before I could sink into a soft bed for the first time in days, there was a mountain of issues to deal with. This was all the Second Prince's faction's fault.

"First, the knight orders. The lead three carriages arrived in Bertold this morning. That means they traveled from the Royal Capital to Bertold in almost exactly three days. Those were, of course, the three improved carriages from Prince Craig's Monster Knight Order. About ten hours later, the six carriages from the First Knight Order arrived, and an hour after that, the remaining three from the Monster Knight Order."

"A gap of about half a day. Just as expected."

"The Prince's horses looked like they still had plenty of fight left in them. But the men and horses of the First Knight Order looked completely exhausted."

Over a short distance, you can push the horses hard and the gap won't be as noticeable. But this race was a long-distance journey with heavy cargo.

"What was even more impressive was Kenwell. They were the only ones who kept up with the Prince's three carriages. The other participants seemed to be struggling just to keep pace with the First Knight Order. Half of them dropped out during the preliminaries. Some even wrecked their horses. The weight of the cargo must have been too much for them."

*So the difference is overwhelming.* The ones who failed the prelims hadn't even reached Bertold yet. Deciding to have a reset point here was definitely the right call.

"You know from riding in one, but that machine is incredible," Jacob said. "It's not just the speed. The difference in travel fatigue is night and day."

"It's going so well it's almost unnerving," I replied. But Jacob shook his head.

"Remember those four new carriages that entered in the general category? Two of them still haven't arrived in Bertold. The other two came in second and fourth in the prelims, right behind Kenwell. Not that the rankings mean much when they're almost half a day behind, though."

"So two carriages backed by the Carriage Guild are now free to move as they please."

They must have realized during the journey to Bertold that they had absolutely no chance of winning against us fairly. The Carriage Guild's situation was actually far more dire than the Knight Order's. At this rate, the carriages we improved in Bertold would leave everyone else in the dust, in both the knight and general categories.

"They have no choice but to resort to extreme measures. Their obvious target is..."

"Yeah. Now that they're out of the race, they can unload their cargo. And they'll probably hide their license plates too."

"Never mind the damages if they break the carriage, but removing a True Iron plate is impossible without a proper forge."

That meant their movements would be completely exposed. I glanced over at Fulsy, who was passionately explaining his antenna to the craftsmen.

The measurements had been a success. The results themselves were a headache, but it also meant we could move freely on the return journey.

"It's almost like you want them to make a move. You're as good as ever at cornering people."

Jacob looked at me and smirked. Coming from a man whose work didn't shy away from rough business, his words carried some weight.

"You make me sound terrible. This is our home turf. It's only natural that we have the advantage."

We could predict their methods and timing. The number of people they could mobilize was limited, too.

"That's why it would be easiest for everyone if they just gave up."

"Yeah, yeah. In any case, we've got more than just the Prince making a move. We have our own people on it too. We're fully prepared," Jacob said with the eyes of a hunter.

"What about that other carriage?" I asked, bringing up my biggest concern. We had lost track of the Carriage Guild Master's carriage on the way. Normally, one would assume it had gone into hiding like the other two, or perhaps even retired from the race.

"It came in third. Apparently, even the Knight Order couldn't track it until it reappeared near Bertold."

"Third place, even though neither we nor the Knight Order could follow its movements?"

It must have taken an extremely unusual route. I looked at the map.

"For example, if they cut through here, it would shorten the distance considerably, but..."

"Normally, that would take even longer. Not to mention the carriage could break down."

By passing the preliminaries, they were showing their intent to compete for an official rank. I could understand that, since having the Carriage Guild Master's company fail the preliminaries would be a fatal blow to their reputation. The starting order for the main race is based on prelim rankings, so the time difference doesn't matter. The Carriage Guild's three carriages would start right behind Kenwell.

"In the main race, they have to pass through checkpoints. They can't choose their route freely like they did in the prelims. Let's just observe them carefully. In the worst-case scenario, a one-of-a-kind, custom-built machine is no real business competitor for us anyway."

"True enough."

Jacob pointed at the map. There were three marks on the route from Bertold to the Royal Capital. Notes were scrawled next to them, detailing conditions like the distance to the forest and the surrounding visibility.

"Alright, so we'll leave that carriage to you, Young Master, and let them play their hand. As for the others..."

"Okay. I'll contact our allies and tell them to proceed with the current plan," Jacob said as we concluded our discussion.

"By the way, should we be worried about the First Knight Order?"

"Nah, they're already in a dilemma, unable to advance or retreat."

We would let the First Knight Order save face. In fact, it was better for us if they focused on just that.

"Bowgan and Dolph said they have something to talk to you about."

As Jacob disappeared outside, Noel brought the two craftsmen over.

"How is the production efficiency for the bearings?"

"The process is pretty much set. The defect rate has dropped considerably too," Bowgan said.

"We got a lot of experience with the installations on the knights' carriages and the one for that big merchant. We're getting the hang of adjusting the leaf springs for each carriage now," Dolph added.

"That's great progress. It's more than enough if we're just dealing with a few carriages."

If it was just the Knight Order, Kenwell, and a few others, the two of them could handle it all.

"If we had more people to just handle things like deburring and polishing, yeah, we could probably make about ten a day. Even an apprentice should be able to do it after a month or two of training. The quality of the parts right out of the mold is just that good," Bowgan explained.

"Haha, well I did make you two struggle with the True Iron to compensate."

"This other matter is a bit tougher," Dolph said. "A lot of our colleagues are interested. But, you know. Even with the Grand Duchess's backing, we have our old connections to think about..."

"So they think this is just a noble's whim."

Dolph scratched his head at my words. I understood how they felt. If I weren't involved from the very beginning, I would be wary too. Power is a great thing to have on your side, but the moment it turns away, the backlash can be immediate. There is an old saying about riding a tiger, once you are on, you cannot get off. Considering the precarious financial situation of craftsmen, it was only natural for them to be cautious about such volatility.

I had to do something about the carriage merchant in Bertold who was pressuring the craftsmen. Pegatta, that was his name. He was one of the Capital's Guild Master's men.

A simple warning, or rather a threat, was one thing. But if it came to them or their families being physically harmed, there was a limit to how much we could protect them, even here in the Grand Duchess's own domain. These two had already become far too valuable as human 'assets'.

Eventually, we would take in people from the farming villages who were out of work, but that was impossible with just two professional craftsmen right now. We needed to train people to bridge the skill gap between veterans and complete novices.

"We'll figure something out about getting more people. Now, are the preparations for that other matter ready?"

When I asked, Bowgan and Dolph both made grim faces.

"It's related to gathering more people, so I'm counting on you."

I pressed them with a deliberate smile. As a cautious person myself, I could sympathize with their hesitation, but this was not the time for it. For this matter, at least, I needed these craftsmen to step forward a little more.
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			"Hmph. Found them."

Two points of light flared on Fulsy's crystal.

"Right... here," Noel said, placing two red pieces on the map. They had located the two carriages that vanished during the qualifiers. They were hidden in the shadow of a forest right alongside the road. It was set up to look as though Kenwell's deliberately lagging carriage was isolated after Prince Craig's three carriages had passed. In reality, they had simply staggered their break for meals and maintenance.

We were currently past the first checkpoint of the main race, the stretch of road from Bertold to the Royal Capital. The section leading to the second checkpoint had the fewest eyes on it.

"How unoriginal."

"Well, they probably don't think we can see them plain as day with those license plates," Noel remarked as she arranged the carriage pieces on the map.

"You're not much help, are you?"

"It can't be helped. I have zero aptitude for magic. I can take a turn as driver once we've cleaned this up."

"I'll pass. Your driving is too reckless. You should focus on your scheming instead."

"You can say that again," Noel laughed.

"That's harsh."

"It's a matter of putting the right person in the right place. Besides, if you actually had a talent for magic... They're on the move."

Noel shifted the pieces onto the road on the map.

Incidentally, trailing behind Kenwell's carriage were two others from the Carriage Guild's qualifying group, clearly struggling to keep up. *Trying to cut off our retreat, are they?*

*We're the ones setting the pincer trap.*

I sent a signal out the carriage window, using a mirror to flash a beam of light. A return flash came from the forest ahead. With that, the Knight Order would move. I said nothing, simply watching the observations of Fulsy and Noel. The red pieces, representing the enemy, closed in on Kenwell's blue piece.

Suddenly, the red pieces stopped. They must have been intercepted by the Knight Order's cavalry as suspicious carriages. Count Adele, who was supposed to be guarding the Knight Order's baggage train, was clearly having an active day.

The point of light flickered twice, then vanished. The signal for successful enemy neutralization. It seemed they had even brought weapons along.

"What about the two carriages behind them?" Noel asked.

"We'll let them keep going. It'll be a good demonstration of the gap between our work and the Guild's, won't it? Two samples are more than enough. Besides..."

*Now what about our other enemy?*

Unlike the last ones, this enemy wouldn't appear on our radar.

"The First Knight Order is holding its position as planned," Clau said, having come to deliver the report. The First Knight Order was sandwiched between Prince Craig's modified carriages and the old-model carriages. In other words, they were in second place. It might be a very distant second, closer to third, but second place it was. Meanwhile, the Monster Extermination Knight Order held first and third. So if things stayed as they were, the match between the First Knight Order and the Monster Extermination Knight Order would be a draw, with an average rank of second place for both.

Of course, they had likely intended to use their new carriages to defeat Prince Craig. But after the results of the qualifiers, they must know they can't catch up. And using extraordinary measures against a carriage led by a prince would be an act of treason.

For our purposes, however, this situation posed no problem at all. We just needed to demonstrate that the Monster Extermination Knight Order could now traverse the country faster than ever before.

If it were just a race between two of our own knightly orders, it might be dismissed as a charade. But with the First Knight Order finishing in second, it actually lends our results more credibility.

For our company, having Prince Craig finish first is perfect for promoting the new carriages and building excitement for the trade fair. If the First Knight Order wants to claim it was a draw afterward, that's perfectly fine with us.

We achieve our goals, and they get to save face. From a self preservation standpoint, it's the perfect form of victory.

"What about the Bertold faction?" I asked.

As I've said before, the moment the enemy decides to resort to extraordinary measures, they've already stepped completely into our territory. What cards could they possibly play in Bertold?

The answer was obvious. It had to be that company under the Carriage Guild Master's control. And that particular card had been marked by the Grand Duchess's people before we even left Bertold. By now, the old butler's light cavalry should be tailing them.

"Looks like that's taken care of."

I glanced out the window. We were passing the criminals as they were being led away. There were six of them. Some were injured, suggesting they had resisted. They were surrounded by the Grand Duchess's soldiers and knights.

"Does this mean Pegatta Company's men got what they deserved?" Dolph asked, cautiously peeking his head out from the carriage. Among the captured men was one with a scar on his cheek, a man who had apparently threatened Dolph before. A look of relief washed over his face.

This was a major blow to them. People like that are not easily replaced. And with them being caught red handed, their backers could also be questioned.

"What will happen to those thugs and the carriage you just captured?"

"It all happened within the Grand Duchess's domain. They'll be taken back to Bertold, I imagine."

"So we've gotten our hands on their new carriage too, then," Remi chimed in.

"Yeah. When we get back to Bertold, I'll need you two to reverse engineer it," I said to the two artisans. Both of them tilted their heads in confusion.

"He means you need to take it apart, study it thoroughly, and steal their technology," Noel explained.

"Oh, right, of course. Actually, we'd love to get started on that right now," Dolph said, glancing back toward Bertold. Bowgan nodded in agreement.

"Now, now, you can have your fun after we've finished our work in the capital. So, with all the trouble neatly taken care of, all that's left is..."

"Something is wrong."

Just as I was about to breathe a sigh of relief, Fulsy cut me off. A single, brightly glowing point of light had appeared on his device.

"It is that carriage. It suddenly began emitting magical power."

"That carriage? You mean the Guild Master's? But wasn't it supposed to be blocking magic?"

I looked at the map. Despite having been behind the two carriages that were left in the dust by Kenwell after the failed ambush, it had already overtaken them. It was moving at a considerable speed.

I checked the map again. It had already passed the third checkpoint. From here, all that was left was the final stretch to the capital. Could they possibly catch up from this far back? Was this some kind of desperate attack?

*No, that's impossible. Kenwell's carriage is back right behind Prince Craig's. They shouldn't be able to lay a finger on them.*

"M-Master Fulsy, what is this?"

"What in the world?"

The path of the red piece Noel was moving across the map was strange. I looked at Fulsy, who was staring intently at the crystal.

"There is no mistake. It is traveling through the forest. What manner of magic are they using? A carriage enhancement?"

"At this rate, Kenwell will be overtaken. And the Knight Order too," Noel said.

"You mean we're going to lose? If that happens, our workshop will be..."

"I don't know about the magic, but can a carriage really travel where there's no road using magic alone?"

The inside of the carriage erupted into a commotion. In the face of this sudden development, everyone began talking at once. I was getting confused. *What's the real issue here? Is it the business, the race ranking and our honor, or the capabilities of that mysterious carriage?*

I struggled to rein in my chaotic thoughts.

*Of course, it's all connected. The performance of that carriage will affect our ranking, and our ranking will affect our business.*

"If they're using magic, isn't that a disqualification?" Noel asked.

"No, that's a rule for the Knight Order."

The ban on using magic only applied to the Knight Order's carriages. It was assumed that merchants wouldn't be able to use such a thing anyway. But Noel's words helped me regain my composure. Even if they win by using magic, it's meaningless when it comes to selling carriages in the kingdom.

"The workshop will be fine. A level of performance that can only be achieved with magic is not something we can sell in this kingdom."

Let's assume the Empire is considering selling, or exporting, that carriage to the kingdom.

*That's impossible. The Empire strictly limits its export of magic crystals. It's a contradiction. Maybe they could supply one or two, but even the Knight Order wouldn't be able to operate a whole fleet of them.*

Besides, if that was their goal, there would have been no reason to hide its capabilities until now.

"Y-yeah, you're right. Our modified carriage can be handled by anyone, just like the old ones."

Of course, losing the publicity from a race victory would be painful. But it wouldn't be a fatal blow. We had other tricks up our sleeve to promote it at the trade fair.

"They were trying to block magic at first, and this route they're taking now... it's not just a shortcut, is it?"

"They clearly don't want to be seen," Noel agreed.

"Indeed. And if they are using magic crystals, procurement becomes an issue. How would a carriage merchant get their hands on them?" Fulsy mused.

"I've heard that in the mountainous Empire, they have carriages made specifically for such terrain," Remi said from the driver's box. *The Empire again. So the connection between the Carriage Guild and the Second Prince's faction through Kurtheite is certain.*

"Still, if that's the case, they should have made their move much sooner," I said, feeling that the enemy's actions were half-baked.

"There's a message from Bertold," Remi called out, pointing behind us. We could see the glint of a mirror's reflection.

"It seems a fast rider from the capital made contact with them right as they started their move," Remi relayed. A message from the old butler had arrived.

"So something happened that forced their hand, making them act desperately?"

"For the Carriage Guild, taking first place has meaning, even if the carriage itself isn't a sellable product. And for the Second Prince's faction, their goal might simply be to crush the Third Prince's prestige," Noel suggested.

"But does the risk really justify the reward? And what's in it for the Empire?"

The information we had, about a forty percent increase in carriage performance, already had a significant military impact. We had simply judged that the benefits of releasing it for civilian use outweighed keeping it a military secret.

Even if that information leaks to the Empire, it would act as a deterrent, helping to maintain the kingdom's influence over the western regions. That was a decision made by both Prince Craig and the Grand Duchess.

*So what does the other side have? This technology, something like an off-road vehicle... isn't that the kind of information they should be desperate to hide?*

"Perhaps they aren't a united front? The interests of the capital side, meaning the Second Prince's faction, may have taken priority."

"But still..." I wasn't convinced.

"Normal people care more about that sort of thing than you do. You remember how I acted when we first met, don't you?" Noel said.

"...That was just you being shy."

"W-well, that was part of it, but not all of it. A-anyway, what are we going to do?" Noel turned her face away, her ears turning red. *So the Second Prince's faction and the Carriage Guild played their trump card simply to save a bit of face?*

*And the Empire was reluctant to go along with it? Do they not realize we're watching them? I suppose they wouldn't know about this radar of ours.*

"Alright then, let's do what they would hate the most. We'll expose that carriage's information, and we'll do it aggressively." I had decided on our course of action.

"I understand. But... does that mean we're giving up on the race?" Noel asked, her voice tinged with disappointment. I shook my head.

"No, not necessarily. I am a strategist, after all."

"Then please change the antenna," I said to Fulsy after explaining my plan.

"This one consumes a great deal of magic crystals, you know. And it was not made for this purpose."

Though he grumbled, Fulsy worked with Noel to swap out the antenna at the center of the gimbal.

"Well then, let us begin."

"Start as weakly as you can, please."

"I know, I know. It would be pointless if they were to spot us."

To use a submarine analogy, what we had been using until now was a passive sonar. We were simply listening for the magic they emitted. What we were about to use was an active sonar. We would emit magic ourselves and then measure what bounced back. It was a feature originally intended to increase the sensitivity of our measurements.

Essentially, we were going to let them know, "You're being watched by magic from somewhere."

"They've stopped," Noel announced.

"Good. Then stop our signal as well. Just as I thought, they have some kind of device on their end too."

That was our first piece of intel. They possessed something similar to a radar, just like us. However...

"Will they be able to pinpoint our location?"

"No, the fact that they stopped suggests we are safe." Their device must not have sufficient precision while in motion. At the very least, they didn't seem to have a radar capable of detection while navigating rough terrain.

We were on a flat road while they were in a forest. It would be a crushing defeat if our measurement device, a product of Fulsy's expertise, Noel's skill, and my own modern knowledge, was so easily bested.

"When they start moving again, repeat the same process."

"They've changed their course. This is going to cause a significant delay before they can get back to the main road."

My strategy was to not only force the enemy to waste their time and magic, but also to thoroughly investigate their carriage's performance in the process.

And just as planned, the magical energy emitted by the enemy carriage began to decrease. Were they trying to hide from us, or were they starting to run low on power?

Even so, it was incredible that their speed had barely dropped. *This is definitely not just magic.*
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			A boxy speck in the distant west, kicking up a cloud of dust as it approached. The eyes of the crowd gathered on the castle walls focused on a single point.

Their eyes caught the black flag fluttering from the carriage.

"It's Prince Craig!" "The Hero Prince is in first place!"

"Ooooh!!"

Three carriages, arranged in a triangle. Cheers erupted for the gleaming silver knight at their head. On paper, this was merely a training exercise, but the general public didn't see it that way. For them, it was a competition between knightly orders, a rare form of entertainment in recent years.

Anyone in the Royal Capital could guess that the insufferably arrogant First Knight Order harbored ill feelings toward the highly accomplished Third Knight Order.

What's more, the star of the show was a prince who had already subjugated monsters twice. To the people, a hero who personally traveled to the frontiers to defeat monsters, even felling a giant dragon, was bound to be popular.

"That's incredible. They really made it back in three days."

A man with a basket on his back spoke with admiration.

"Come to think of it, you travel all the way to Bertold, right? Hmm, when you put it that way, that is fast. I wonder if that rumor is true..."

Next to the peddler, a man with a hand towel wrapped around his neck replied. He had burn marks on his arms.

"What rumor?"

"There's a whisper going around among the blacksmiths. That new carriage parts are being made in Bertold. The source is an apprentice from Plural, the company involved in that exhibition or whatever it's called, opening in the Forum today."

"Why would they be making carriage parts in Bertold? They don't have any iron there. And why would a confectioner know anything about carriages?"

"Beats me. Well, the carriages the knights use probably have nothing to do with us anyway. Hey, what's that symbol? It's not a Knight Order mark, is it?" As they spoke, the carriages drew closer. The man, who had also watched the start of the race, saw something that hadn't been there before. He recalled it was a sign of the improved carriages. A white cloth was unfurled, bearing a black double circle.

"The design around the mark... it looks like the Bertold crest..." the peddler said.

"Whoa, here comes the next one. The First Knight Order? Pathetic, even with new carriages. Guess living in the capital has made them soft..."

He strained his eyes. However, the approaching carriage was smaller and more delicate than one belonging to the knights.

"Oh yeah, merchants are participating too, right? Who could possibly keep up with the Knight Order's carriages?"

"Well, the Carriage Guild Master's own shop is in the race, so. They were the favorite, weren't they? Damn it, that guy Gardo must've made a killing."

The craftsman remembered a colleague who had placed a bet in an illegal gambling ring.

"No, that's not them. That's a Kenwell carriage. The big boss of the Food Guild."

"Hah, now that's a major upset. Gardo's gonna be kicking himself."

"What, there's no one behind them?"

"You didn't see them at the Forum? There's about a half-day gap. I heard the others might not even make it back today."

"What's the deal? Is first place for both the knights and the merchants already decided? The First Knight Order and the Carriage Guild are a disgrace."

"The goal is in the Forum, right?"

The man started to get up.

"Yeah, and I hear they're selling some amazing food you've never had before. The kind of stuff nobles eat."

"What's that all about? Sounds like a huge exaggeration, even if you only believe half of it."

"But the story comes from an apprentice at Dalgan."

"Come to think of it, they were making some pretty extravagant preparations. Who's running that whole thing anyway?"

"Yeah, I think it's a Silver-rank company called Vinder. Apparently they were just Copper-rank until a little while ago."

"Huh, now that sounds interesting."

Chatting, the two men headed for the stairs. The rest of the spectators also began to stream down from the city wall.

◇◇

Many seats had been set up to surround the rectangular Forum. In one of them sat a well-dressed man. He took a sandwich from his basket and surveyed the venue. The commotion was unbelievable for an event that had appeared so suddenly.

His interest in the unfamiliar event called an "exhibition" was first piqued when he heard of the unprecedented trial where the knightly orders would compete based on the performance of their carriages. For him, a man who operated large caravans, it was a story he couldn't ignore.

Looking into it, he learned that the conflict between the Second Prince's faction and the Third Prince's faction was the backdrop, and he halfway lost interest the moment the Carriage Guild Master sided with the Second Prince.

But the exhibition's organizer was the Vinder Company, a name that had recently become known in the Royal Capital. The date of the exhibition was clearly set to coincide with the Knight Order's race.

He had heard that the Grand Duchess of the west had provided funds to the up-and-coming Silver-rank company. There were even rumors that she was favored by the Fourth Princess, who had come to be called the Saintess of National Salvation. Furthermore, this exhibition had received a royal charter.

Later, he learned of the involvement of Kenwell, the head of the Food Guild, as well as Dalgan and Plural, Silver-rank companies that had also recently become widely known in the capital. It was more than enough to recapture his interest.

And then, the qualifying rankings were announced. For him, it was a huge upset. He decided to confirm the race results for himself.

And when he arrived, he found a meal with the unfamiliar name of 'Matsu'.

"It was worth splurging to gather information. I see, so this is why the Food Guild is putting so much effort into it. In that case, the true mastermind must be Kenwell after all..."

Just then, three carriages burst into the Forum from the central avenue. The commoners, crowded around the cobblestones and stuffing their faces with dark bread, erupted in cheers.

"So those are the improved carriages. They don't look any different on the outside..."

The dry winter weather, with little rain, wasn't bad for the carriages. But even so, they were fast. Incredibly, they were said to be carrying more cargo than conventional carriages as well.

With his expert eye, he could judge a carriage's quality just by watching it run.

Ignoring the cheers that endlessly chanted the prince's name, he observed calmly. Despite having traveled for three days, neither the princes on the driver's box nor the horses showed any major signs of fatigue. It was unthinkable, no matter how generously the Knight Order's carriages were budgeted.

Above all, the gap between them and the First Knight Order, who had been provided with new carriages from the Carriage Guild, was clear proof of the new carriages' performance.

"Where in the world did this technology come from?"

The man was bewildered. Craig's whip cracked. The horses responded by increasing their speed. Moreover, the carriage that entered the Forum a moment later belonged to a merchant. His eyes saw the same double circle mark on both. The pattern surrounding the mark was a simplified design of the Bertold crest.

"And the same thing is over there, too..."

At the far end of the Forum, on an outdoor stage, was a tent bearing the same double circle mark. Next to it, almost apologetically, was a small, pot-shaped mark with a bee. It belonged to the Vinder Company, the organizers, yet it was inconspicuous.

"Does that mean they really are the main players here..."

Amid the cheers, the merchant tilted his head.

If that were the case, they were using the Knight Order's race as if it were a mere publicity stunt. He realized anew that what was happening here was bigger, and more complex, than he had anticipated.

Welcomed by a great roar, Craig's carriage broke the finish tape. The two carriages following him crossed at almost the same time.

On the large board erected in the Forum, three emblems of the Monster Knight Order's wildcat appeared in a row. The voices of the crowd, praising the prince and the knight order, completely filled the wide Forum.

Another cheer went up. Next to the Knight Order's board, the trade name of Kenwell was displayed.

The four carriages circled the Forum as if to show off their leisurely pace. In what could only be described as a victory lap, it was announced that the next carriages would be at least half a day behind.

◇◇

As we made our way down the central avenue, we heard a great cheer from the Forum. We could hear the crowd praising Craig. Faintly, we also heard the name Kenwell.

"Looks like it went well."

"Yeah. That overpowered carriage really gave us a hard time."

I let out a sigh of relief. About now, Craig was probably giving his closing speech in the Forum.

"They held on for quite a while even after their magic ran out."

The magic emanating from the carriage had suddenly vanished. Even so, it had struggled to get back on the main road before its response ceased completely.

We turned off our radar, contacted Count Adele, and rushed over for a "rescue." It seemed the horses had finally given out.

While the knights managing the race looked on, our two craftsmen kindly offered to help. Of course, they were refused, but thanks to Count Adele's persistence, we were able to get a look at the "undercarriage."

Unlike the horses, the carriage itself was completely unscathed. Well, even if there had been some kind of malfunction, they probably wouldn't have been able to fix it.

*...If that's the standard for Imperial carriages, we'll have to completely reassess their military technology.*

Arriving at the entrance to the Forum, we got out of our carriage.

Rilka and Mia came running toward us. Behind them were Euphelia and Alfina.

"Hmm. A carriage of abnormal performance that uses magic. You mean to say it belongs to the Empire, I take it."

"Yes. It looks like they only swapped out the undercarriage. It's hard to imagine any other explanation."

I explained the events of our journey.

"I see. I shall have a word with the Prime Minister."

"His Excellency the Prime Minister... Didn't he complain about Noel?"

"Alfie worked hard. She managed to pull him back to a neutral stance. If our opponent is the Empire, there is room for us to work together."

"Yes."

Alfina gave me a brilliant smile.

"Th, that's amazing, isn't it?"

I remembered Alfina saying she would accept my thanks if I proved useful.

"Is Noel here?"

"Y, yes, Your Grace, the Grand Duchess."

"Starting the month after next, you will be treated as a probationary court magician. You will be unassigned, but you will hold the position of Fulsy's assistant. Make your preparations swiftly."

"A court magician..."

"Ah, hey!"

Noel swayed. She collapsed, clinging to me for support. I hurriedly caught her.

"You're overreacting. It's just a probationary position, right?"

"It's a world of difference. To be treated as a court magician in the Third Wing... only the top two have ever managed that. Even as an apprentice, a post in the Third Wing is normally the pinnacle."

Fulsy said sympathetically. From our perspective, being an apprentice in the magic dorms would have been too restrictive. Besides, she's already a walking state secret. Compared to that, this is a trivial matter.

*I'd better not say that out loud.*

"Senpai. It looks like you and Noel have gotten quite close," Mia said, seeing us.

"That's right. You were together for nearly a week straight, after all," Alfina added, agreeing with Mia.

"No, this isn't what it looks like."

I hastily sat Noel down under the eaves of the carriage.

"I get it, but we need you to get things ready on your end, too. We're swamped with selling the Sho-Chiku-Bai. By the way, a huge crowd has gathered. Mostly merchants. There are some pretty high-ranking ones, too. And I've seen some craftsmen scattered about." Rilka said.

"It seems things on the Bertold side have been settled as well. You may go all out." Euphelia said, standing next to a silent Alfina. She works fast.

"Got it. We'll build up the excitement on our end. Go ahead and sell as much Bamboo as you can around the tent."

"We don't need to build any more hype! We're running out!!"

Rilka shrieked. *I'm pretty sure this is what they call a happy scream.*
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			Chapter 12: Second Half - The Trade Fair

			The outdoor stage at the far end of the Forum was packed with merchants. Many of them were merchants who did business with Central Garden, but there were also plenty of faces from companies I had never seen before. It seemed our advertising had been incredibly effective. I could also spot a few craftsmen here and there. A good sign.

"That’s the master of the Royal Capital’s Blacksmith Guild," Plural said.

The craftsman guilds, I recalled, are more like traditional trade associations. Naturally, their guild masters aren't honorary nobles.

"Are we really going to speak in front of all them?" Dolph asked, his face twisting.

"It’ll be fine. The plan is to focus on the demonstration, right?"

"Are you sure it’s okay to show them right here? The mold you designed is the core of the technology, isn't it?" Bogan’s eyes shifted to the simple furnace set up on the stage.

"Yes. Thanks to Alfina, or Fina to you two, and the Grand Duchess, all the legal rights have been cleared up."

At least within the kingdom, no one would be able to copy it. The secret we had to protect wasn’t the mold itself.

"They can watch us make them out of lead, but that won’t reveal our know-how for working with True Iron."

"I get it. In other words, we just need to show them that we can mass produce bearings," Bogan said.

"Exactly. On the other hand, Dolph-san, please be as discreet as possible about the jigs and such. All they need to understand is that we can replace the wheel hubs on existing carriages."

"That sounds harder for me. Well, I guess it’s not a big deal compared to explaining it all to the princess," Dolph said with a note of desperation, while Bogan finally looked like his usual self. Dolph looked like he’d just been forced to walk the edge of a cliff blindfolded. *If you could see, it would have been just as scary, don’t you think?*

"...And so, the travel time between the Royal Capital and Bertold will be shortened by a full day, while the loading capacity will increase by twenty percent."

Mia explained the information carriage buyers would want to hear, such as the time taken for each section of the preliminary and final races. The numbers, delivered in her usual calm, steady tone, sent a huge stir through the crowd of potential customers.

The more well-dressed spectators, the merchants, were beginning to look at this with new eyes. Meanwhile, the men dressed like the two who were about to take the stage still wore expressions of doubt. It was a story of a sudden technological leap from Vinder and Bertold, names that had no connection to carriages until now. It was no surprise they found it hard to believe. Still, no one got up to leave.

In front of the tent was the proof of our results. The First Knight Order's carriage, Prince Craig's carriage that had crossed the finish line first, and the Kenwell carriage. Having the actual vehicles here made a huge difference. The very existence of these one-of-a-kind carriages was proof that this trade fair was the real deal.

Conversely, this level of showmanship was necessary to get them to accept what we were about to explain.

"The rest will be explained by the two craftsmen who handled the modifications on the carriages in front of the tent," Luiza announced. We had asked her to come to prove that this endeavor was backed by the Grand Duchess Bertold. There was no way we could have Euphilia do it, and Alfina was completely out of the question. I really wish Prince Craig hadn't tried to make an appearance as well.

Of course, the appearance of a viscount's daughter left the venue dumbfounded. *This is going to attract a lot of customers who have nothing to do with our current business.*

Before the workshop's insignia, a simplified version of the Grand Duchess Bertold's crest centered around a double circle, two men stood.

"I am Bogan, the blacksmith who manages the Bertold Workshop, and this is Dolph, the woodworker."

The murmur grew louder as two men, clearly dressed as craftsmen, took the stage. For the audience, it was probably like watching a janitor walk onto a theater stage instead of an actor.

*Clank!*

The mold separated into two halves, and the lead bearing balls, inner race, and outer race were removed. Bogan silently showed them to the audience, then swapped them for a set that had already been polished and had its burrs removed. It was a procedure worthy of a cooking show, a time-saving measure I had suggested. While it lessened the impact of a live demonstration, our proven results were already more than persuasive enough.

The finished bearing was fitted onto an axle, and a tiny amount of lubricant was applied. Then, a weight was attached to the axle. When Mia gave the weight a light push, the axle spun round and round. After letting it rotate a few times, she gently touched the bearing to show that it wasn't generating much heat.

A cheer of "Ooh" rose from the crowd. The craftsmen who had been skeptical just moments before were now staring with wide eyes. We planned to let anyone who was interested touch it freely later.

Next, Dolph began the process of replacing just the carriage's wheel assembly with a bearing. For this, we had prepared two displays side-by-side, one nearly finished, because adjusting the size and angle of the leaf springs was a concentration of our trade secrets.

Even so, the eyes of the crowd immediately turned serious. They could give their existing carriages the performance demonstrated in the race, without buying a whole new vehicle. It was an improvement superior to buying a new carriage altogether. Unintentionally, the Carriage Guild had provided the best possible proof of its value.

Of course, it was possible that some carriages couldn't be retrofitted if the axles didn't fit. For now, we couldn't adjust the size of the bearings. That, however, was something we planned to gradually improve now that Noel's position had changed.

Since we had a full three days, we would be taking consultations on such matters at the business meetings from tomorrow onward.

"I understand the power of that new wheel hub. But I find it hard to believe. It seems that mold is the key, but how did you prepare a mold with such precision?"

A large man in the audience stood up, arms crossed. He had an air similar to Bogan's and looked to be in his late forties. The master of the Royal Capital's Blacksmith Guild, if I remembered correctly.

"This mold was created with alchemy," Luiza replied.

A great stir ran through the venue. Bogan added that by using the mold, they could work with True Iron, a difficult material to process. An actual bearing made of True Iron was then passed to the Blacksmith Guild Master who had asked the question.

After looking at it with an expression of disbelief, the guild master glanced at the elderly man next to him, the Carriage Guild Master who had brazenly shown his face, and shook his head.

"S-Sell me that mold, craftsman! I’ll pay whatever you want!" the Carriage Guild Master shrieked, jumping to his feet.

"I’m afraid I can’t help you with that. We are not the owners of this mold."

"W-Who is? No, it doesn’t matter who! The right to sell carriages belongs to the Carriage Guild! If you refuse to sell, we will take appropriate measures!" the guild master yelled, looking around frantically.

"The work done by the Bertold Workshop is strictly wheel assembly repairs. For the record, the ownership rights to the alchemy mold belong to the Vinder Company. The company has granted the right to use that mold to the Bertold Workshop, managed by Bogan and Dolph, based on a contract. I should also mention that the Vinder Company is funded by the Grand Duchess Bertold. The workshop's clients include the Monster Knight Order and companies from the Food Guild, starting with Kenwell, standing by as backers," I explained as I stood up. The Carriage Guild Master's face turned pale when he saw Luiza nod in confirmation.

"It seems your subordinate, the Pegatta Company, was quite active during this race, weren't they?" Luiza's words completely silenced the guild master.

"I want to ask the most important question. How much does it cost to replace these bearings?" asked a particularly large, well-dressed merchant. Mia whispered in my ear. A Gold-tier distribution company. He was a big shot.

"Y-Yes. Um, well, the time for adjustments varies depending on the size and type of the carriage, but it’s about two or three gold coins," Dolph answered.

From the back, there was a loud clatter. I looked over to see the Carriage Guild Master had fallen out of his chair. Incidentally, every time that mold clanked, a silver coin came into Vinder's pockets. It wasn't a huge amount for the Vinder Company now, but passive income is a beautiful thing. It’s the ultimate form of security.

"Carriages contracted to transport metal or wood to the Grand Ducal House of Bertold will be given priority," Luiza added.

For merchant companies, this meant they could get the exchange done while on a business trip. It was an incentive to come to Bertold. It would also facilitate the flow of metals and other resources that Bertold tended to lack. If more merchants visited Bertold, the economic impact would be significant, and the transport costs for agricultural products from the west would decrease.

Furthermore, the applications for bearings are extremely broad. If this continues, it won't be limited to carriages. It could turn Bertold into a major manufacturing hub... right, the Grand Duchess told me not to rush things. First, we need to expand the scale of the Bertold Workshop. Once wood and other materials are brought in, we'll fill up that currently empty warehouse.

To do that, what we need even more than materials is... I looked at the people fading into the background of the crowd.

It wasn't just the merchants who were excited. Men clearly dressed as craftsmen, especially the younger ones, were looking up at Bogan and Dolph on stage with eyes full of admiration.

I had heard that with the extensive damage to Kurtheite, many displaced craftsmen had flowed into the Royal Capital. Unlike modern Earth, where moving between countries for a chance was possible, in this world, even moving from one village to another was not common. Barring exceptional circumstances, people spent their entire lives in the place they were born.

This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to acquire new talent in a society entangled by ties of land and blood.

"Starting tomorrow, we will be offering test drives in the modified carriages owned by Kenwell and our affiliated companies. If you wish, you may load them with cargo," Jean announced as he appeared.

We had transported three modified carriages to the capital in case of breakdowns or other trouble. From tomorrow, they would be used for test drives.

The merchants' expressions changed. This had a dual meaning. One was that they could actually test the technology. The other was that the Central Garden companies, who were clearly closely connected to this trade fair, were the first to get their hands on the improved carriages. I could see their fear that their rivals would acquire the modified carriages before they could.

"Did I overdo it a little?" I asked Mia.

"More than a little. How many orders do you think we’re going to get?" Mia said, looking at the guild master who was now in a daze.

Looks like we might have to supply them with just the parts at some point. At a price that maintains our competitive advantage, of course.

The merchants began their journey home, earnestly discussing the events of this most unusual trade fair. I could see some of them holding packages of "Take," likely as souvenirs for their families.

Beside them, the carriage of the First Knight Order finally headed for the goal, both horses and men utterly exhausted. But tragically, not a single person paid them any attention.



		
		
		
			Chapter 79: That Black, Slightly Brownish, and Glistening Thing
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 79

			That Black, Slightly Brownish, and Glistening Thing

			"The festival is finally over."

Watching the test carriage run smoothly through the Forum, I let out a sigh of relief. This was its last lap. There were still plenty of people hoping for a ride, but the trade fair portion of the event was officially over.

Despite the inconvenience of having to travel all the way to Bertold, we were being flooded with orders from people wanting to request carriage "repairs" from our workshop.

Incidentally, Bowgan and Dolph were in the middle of interviewing for workshop assistants. That wasn't really my area to get involved in.

Central Garden's business had also been a resounding success. Plural's cherimoyas, Dalgan's new ham, and Roston's truffles had all apparently received numerous business inquiries. Our Take, which was targeted at merchants, sold out on the second day. And perhaps because the carriages drew so much attention, even our Ume kept selling right until the end.

We were all heading toward that relief sculpture. The restoration was already finished, and Rilka apparently looked quite relieved.

It was safe to say the trade fair was a success. At the very least, the Guild Master hadn't counterattacked. If he had held a test ride event with that other carriage in opposition, he might have stolen the spotlight.

It seemed that, as I suspected, that thing couldn't be offered as a commercial product.

In a way, that might have been the biggest relief of all. I recalled the words of the craftsmen who had observed the imperial carriage, as I had taken to calling it.

"I've never seen anything like it." According to Dolph, who saw the carriage after it ran out of steam near the end of the race, the area under the mudguards was a whole different world. The most distinctive feature was a mechanism that allowed all four wheels to move independently. And between the wheels and the carriage body, a flesh colored, squishy, cloth like material was attached. The structure was simple, but it was probably some kind of suspension. Thanks to Dolph remembering the pattern on the cloth, or whatever it was, Fulsy was able to surmise that it might be the hide of a certain monster.

Bowgan said that while the axle assembly was similar to a normal carriage, it was made of a metal he'd never seen before. The axle itself was apparently also metal, though it didn't seem to be magically infused. From Bowgan's comment that it had a scale like pattern, Noel recalled a metal called Dragon Scale Steel, which is made by mixing in dragon scales. She said it was an almost cheat like material, being both light and strong. *I wonder if it's something like iron whose properties have been altered with rare earth elements.*

In short, that carriage made lavish use of monster materials.

So, just as I'd predicted, they weren't a business competitor. When you factor in the cost of materials, we're talking way beyond the price of a few magic crystals. It wasn't hard to imagine it was built to navigate mountainous terrain, which made perfect sense considering the Empire's geography. The question was, just how rare was that thing to them, and even setting that aside...

"...kun. Ricardo-kun. We've arrived."

Lost in thought, I felt a tug on my sleeve.

"Ah, oh, my apologies, Alfina-sama."

I must have been thinking about the imperial carriage and arrived in front of the relief without noticing. Just as I was about to respond to Alfina, a voice called out.

"Ricardo Vinder."

I noticed a single girl walking straight toward me. Blonde hair in twintails. I had a faint memory of her. She was the first year student from the academy who had glared at me.

"No, you can't, Vina. I'm okay, really."

From behind her, a girl with a short, brown haircut was desperately trying to stop her.

"Senpai."

Mia alerted me. *Right, she was from a family close to Dorefano and Calest, I think. I've never seen the other one. Judging from her clothes, she doesn't seem to be an academy student. Surely she's not an assassin from the Guild Master, right?*

"Um, can I help you?" I asked as calmly as possible.

"Because you made a complete mess of the Forum, Natalie's shop is...!" the girl called Vina shouted, her eyes blazing with fury.

I've developed something of a knack for making people angry without trying, but why was she this furious with me?

"I told you, didn't I? Not to do whatever you please in the Forum. I'll never forgive you for doing something that drove Natalie's shop out of business."

"Drove her shop out? What on earth are you talking about..."

I asked again. From the moment the Knight Order's competition came up, it was clear that our Sho-Chiku-Bai alone wouldn't be nearly enough to feed the crowd. I thought the other stalls must have profited handsomely from all the people. In fact, all the other stalls had long lines, not just ours.

"Ah, she must mean because of this crowd," Dalgan said. "We had to clear the center of the Forum for the carriages. The Food Guild probably prioritized shops that could sell a certain volume of products."

So, this Natalie's stall was pushed out. *I see, now I understand. There's no doubt I disrupted the business ecosystem of the Forum. But...*

"It's alright. The trade fair ends today. Starting tomorrow..."

"It's too late. This was her last chance. You... you took that from her," Vina's voice grew even louder.

"Someone like you who only got ahead through connections would never understand Natalie's hard work, would you? That's right. You were afraid your precious honey would lose to Natalie's jam, so you sabotaged her."

Vina glared at the Central Garden members gathered around me as she spoke.

*Uh, I've never even heard of this girl's jam. And who is she, anyway? Dammit, this person is impossible to reason with. Being hit with a flood of accusations from someone I've barely met is the exact situation I'm worst at handling. And she's a girl, to boot. Ah, I really should have read Mia's report.*

"Oh, there you are, Ricardo. As it happens, even the First Knight Order has taken an interest in that carriage you designed. I'd like to discuss how we should handle it."

Prince Craig appeared, his adjutant knight in tow. Right, he did tell me to make time for him. I had told him I'd visit him later.

Unlike Alfina, who could just about blend in with our group in her simple one piece dress, its quality notwithstanding, this one came with an escort. He even had the rose crest of the royal family emblazoned on his chest.

"I want to hear your plans for the future," he continued. "With the success of this trade fair, the project you've drafted will surely grow even larger. I require a proper explanation of the Bertold Workshop's future. What about its size? Are you planning to go so far as to change the roads themselves?"

To make matters worse, Euphelia then appeared with Luitza. *This is bad. Isn't this just making me look more and more like I got here on connections?*

"His Highness the Prince... and the Grand Duchess..."

I was bracing for more insults, but Vina just stood frozen, her mouth opening and closing silently.

*Well, that makes sense. Not even I would keep yelling insults in a situation like this.*

"I-I'm so sorry. Vina, Vinaldira, was just supporting my shop, that's why..."

The girl with the short hair, Natalie, stepped in front of Vina, Vinaldira apparently, and desperately bowed her head to me.

"Could this be a lover's quarrel?" Prince Craig mused. "Ricardo, my boy. It's all well and good to be a man of means, but you really ought to pick your favorite before you start these things."

"Prince Craig, please don't complicate the situation. This seems to be... a business matter between commoners."

After saying that to the prince who offered completely useless advice, I tried to turn back to the more timid looking girl.

"In that case, if this concerns the Vinder Company, am I not also involved?"

This time, Alfina interjected. Vinaldira seemed to have noticed the second royal. Ah, as an academy student, she would know her face. Her trembling doubled. Natalie looked like she was about to cry.

*What a mess. How am I supposed to resolve this? I don't even understand what's going on yet.*

"Um, it's okay. These two are relatively harmless," I said, offering what was probably not very comforting reassurance. "So, what's this about your shop?"

"Ah, um, the deadline for the loan to procure sugar is... and, well..."

So she was short on cash. Still, trying to sell something with sugar at a food stall is a bold move. She said it was jam, but jam in this world doesn't use sugar. It's just fruit boiled down for preservation.

"And this jam is?"

*Okay, good.* In times like these, my strategy for handling things is to focus on objects, tangible things. Objects aren't complicated like human relationships.

"Um... it's a bean jam," Natalie said, lacking confidence.

"A bean jam!" I couldn't help but shout.

"A bean jam?" "There's no way that can compete with honey."

Rilka and Belmini tilted their heads in confusion. But I had a feeling, a premonition.

"If you don't mind, could you let me taste that jam of yours?" The words left my mouth before I could stop them.

"Wh-what are you doing? H-h-hiding behind the authority of the r-royals to belittle Natalie's jam, are you?"

"Vina, don't. Um, yes. I'll do as you say. Please."

Natalie hurriedly opened the basket she was holding and took out something about the size of a large wafer. As she timidly offered it to me, my companions all grimaced in unison.

I'll admit, it looked terrible. A black paste spread on what looked like dark bread. Brown skins glistened here and there. But I reached out without hesitation.

"Wait, Ricardo-kun. That's so black... I've never seen a food like that before," Alfina said worriedly.

*I've heard that in my original world, Westerners sometimes mistake anko for chocolate, but there's no chocolate here either.*

"Senpai. I will taste it for poison first."

"N-no way! There's no poison!"

Natalie took a bite herself to prove it. Then, I put the offered food into my mouth.

"R-Ricardo-kun!!"

"Ah..."

I closed my eyes. An incredibly nostalgic flavor filled my mouth.

A gentle sweetness. A nostalgic sweetness. The sweetness of my hometown. I felt tears welling up in my eyes.

"...Did you make this?"

"Y-yes. Huh?"

I grabbed both of Natalie's hands.

"S-Senpai!" "Ricardo-kun!" "Hey, get away from Natalie!"

Mia and the others were shocked. But I was in no state to care.

"I'm going to be your angel."

I had made up my mind. I was going to nurture her business and spread this flavor throughout the entire kingdom.
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			It felt as if the flavor spreading across my tongue bypassed my brain entirely, reaching something even deeper inside me. I see. So there really is such a thing as memories etched into your very soul.

In my past life, I loved wagashi, traditional Japanese confections.

I could have eaten countless pieces of that famous confection from Ise, the soft white mochi enveloped in a generous amount of wavy red bean paste. I loved it so much, I am sure they must have offered some at my funeral.

The mere sight of gentle white bean paste wrapped in a soft gyuhi dough was enough to make my face relax into a smile. For coarse bean paste, nothing beats monaka wafers. Though I generally preferred the smooth paste, it was my firm belief that monaka were made for the coarse kind.

It has been over a decade since I regained my senses after reincarnating. I thought I had long since forgotten my craving for wagashi. But this anko has brought it all rushing back completely.

"Mia, how do we get this Ricardo to return to us?"

"My apologies, Your Grace. I did not expect him to be so easily... well, his reaction is a bit much. He is not even pretending to be a strategist anymore."

"I see. Then you shall explain in his stead. You are a co-owner, after all."

"...As you wish."

I felt like they were saying something vaguely rude behind me, but I did not care.

"Hey, get away from Natalie. And Natalie, why are you, you know, feeding each other the same thing?"

A golden tail swishing before my eyes pulled me back to reality.

"Huh? Oh, sorry."

"Oh, ah, ah! N-no, it is not like that! I just wanted to prove I did not put anything strange in my jam."

I was pulled away by Natalie's companion.

"Ricardo-kun."

"H-haha, well, it was just so delicious that I got a little carried away."

A worried-looking Alfina peered into my face. For a moment, I saw something in the depths of her eyes that seemed out of place for her. I raised both my hands like a salaryman wrongly accused of being a pervert.

"Is this sweet really that good?" Plural asked, tilting her head. She must have been interested because it used sugar.

"I suppose so. It looks a bit odd, but for Vinder to go that far."

"Indeed." "...I can't believe she made jam out of beans, but it is Vinder we're talking about..."

The members of Central Garden started gathering around me.

"That's right, you all have to try it. Um, Natalie-san. I will pay, so could you let everyone have a taste?" I said. It might not look great, but they would understand its value once they ate it. I was sure someone like Plural would be all over it.

When I took a gold coin from my wallet, Natalie shook her head with a startled look on her face.

"It is four copper coins each."

About four hundred yen per piece. Not a price commoners could casually afford. In Japan, that would be the price of a high-end wagashi. However, considering the sugar content, the profit margin must be quite tight.

While Natalie took out more bread spread with the bean paste from her basket, I swapped the gold coin for a silver one.

"Here, have a bite."

I waited for the reactions from the Central Garden members. Alfina was the first to take a bite, followed by Plural. Seeing them, the other members also began to eat. And then...

"......" "......" "......" "......" "......"

All five of them either tilted their heads or grimaced. *Huh, this isn't the reaction I was expecting.*

"It is the texture. The skins of these beans stick to the inside of my mouth, and it is a little unpleasant."

"Hmm. Vinder was raving about it, so I had high expectations, but I think fruit jam tastes better."

"I agree. I prefer French...... honey...... I'm sorry," Alfina said apologetically.

"As someone who deals in confections, let me be blunt. It is not sweet enough. That distinct beany flavor is ruining the expensive sugar, and it clashes with the bread."

"...Ah, the Plural Company."

Natalie's face stiffened when she saw the emblem of the renowned Plural Company.

"No, that gentle sweetness is what makes it so good."

No one responded to my rebuttal. *Wait, what? What is going on?*

"...I might not hate it that much. But. I think I would still rather eat the beans normally."

Even the quiet daughter of the vegetable merchant, Belmini, had a mixed reaction.

"I knew it was a trap. Sure, it might be an acquired taste at first. But once you get used to it, its flavor is so much better than fruit. There is nothing else like it."

Vinaldira's words made me remember. Even I, a wagashi aficionado, preferred ice cream and cake and other Western sweets when I was a child. Besides, this world is very Western in its culture, as symbolized by bread. Perhaps this was a culture gap.

"...Thank you for trying it."

While I was cursing the non-existence of rice, Natalie turned to leave with a somber expression.

"No, it is too early to give up."

I desperately called out to stop her. Besides me, two others, Natalie and this Vinaldira, understood the deliciousness of anko. There had to be potential.

"R-really?"

"Y-yeah, we can definitely make it more delicious. Anko... making beans sweet is justice!"

"J-justice? Yes, you are right. That is what I have always thought while making it."

"I will lend you my strength, so..."

"I am against it. Who knows what he will do to you if you rely on someone like him."

Vinaldira hastily stepped between Natalie and me. Natalie looked back and forth between my face and her friend's.

"Thank you, Vina. But I want to trust the look on this person's face when he ate my jam. Look..."

Natalie pointed to the side of her own mouth with her index finger.

"You still have some jam on your face."

"Ah, whoa. Haha."

I hurriedly wiped my mouth. Then, I turned to face Natalie again.

"Ahem. Um, I am Ricardo Vinder. I look forward to working with you."

This was the start of a new project. As an angel investor, I was going to make this anko venture a success. I would spread the taste of Japan throughout the kingdom.

"Putting Vinder's judgment aside, you need to properly explain this to Mia," Rilka said. Beside her, Belmini nodded emphatically.

"Huh? Oh, yeah. Of course, since it'll be part of our business."

"Um, Ricardo-kun. This is strictly about the jam and... business, right?" Alfina asked, tugging on my sleeve.

"Ah, yes, that is right..."

"............I understand. As a shareholder, I will cooperate as well."

Alfina said, gripping my sleeve tightly.

"See, I knew it. This guy is..."

The sharpness in Vinaldira's eyes intensified. I felt a new kind of wariness dwelling in them now.

"...Another victim is born," Belmini muttered under her breath. Victim? What was she talking about?

*Right, Belmini was the only one who did not completely deny the potential of anko. She has promise. I will have to ask her to take on a suitable role.*
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			I was walking down the corridors of the academy for the first time in a week.

Outside the windows, winter had fully arrived. The kingdom’s winters, where it only snowed a few days a year, were comparable to those in Shikoku, Japan, and were relatively pleasant. The harsh part was the lack of air conditioning, let alone a kotatsu.

Furthermore, the academy was warmer than the Vinder Company, which was still at its Copper Company rank. While it had been a long time since tea parties were held in the courtyard, the library was still dotted with a few people. Come to think of it, I haven't been there recently.

*Should I gather data for the anko venture? Though I already researched rice right after I enrolled here. No, maybe I should go with anpan after all. But I wonder if I can even make anpan with the bread they have here.*

"…kun."

*Japanese bread has a completely different softness, after all. No, no, I should push anko as its own thing. If that's the case, then Belmini's…*

"Ricardo. The princess is calling you."

"Huh. Ah, yes. My apologies."

Prodded by Clau, I hurriedly looked beside me. Alfina was there with a slightly troubled expression. It seemed this was her first time back at the academy in a while, too.

"Could it be about that girl again... no, I mean that jam. You called it 'an,' didn't you, Ricardo-kun? About that 'an' from the girl, An..."

Alfina seemed to be struggling to find her words. Thanks to that, Clau was now glaring at me.

"That's right. We're scheduled to have a meeting about it tomorrow."

It will be my first time visiting her family's home. I'm nervous. They're a Silver-rank company, just like us now. I hear my father has some dealings with them.

"That's a shame. I must be in the Sanctuary..."

Alfina lowered her face. I was instantly pulled back to reality.

The anko project is driven largely by my own personal desires, it can't be compared to a prophecy. We couldn't prevent the last one beforehand. What's more, Alfina pushed herself too hard and collapsed.

"Is it the crystal again?"

I lowered my voice.

"That's what we don't know. The image... it's too faint to even be called a premonition. So for now, we can only watch and wait."

"I see..."

For the time being, there are no signs of a monster flood in either the east or the west.

But there is one more unsettling factor. The survey trip to Bertold revealed a very faint magic energy signature spread across the western region. According to Fulsy, it’s far too weak to be called a proper magic vein. On the bright side, it did clear up the measurement noise that was our original objective.

Of course, you could also say we only found it because of the increased sensitivity of Fulsy’s improved instruments, so it's possible such fluctuations have occurred before. It's frustratingly too faint for the tree ring records to be of any use.

Still, considering the recent changes in the magic veins, it’s undeniably eerie. Speaking of which, Mia has been summoned by Fulsy for that very reason. She's to calculate whether the differences in the measured values from each location are statistically significant.

Come to think of it, the lumber from the Empire has finally arrived. Trade with them is finally starting to move. I need to analyze it as soon as it reaches the Royal Capital.

"If a prophecy does appear, please don't overdo it, and let me help. Promise me."

I looked at Alfina, my expression making it clear I wouldn't back down. She suddenly blushed.

"...You're right. We are friends, after all. But for that very reason, I want to be of use to you too, Ricardo-kun. You're always the one helping me."

"Not at all. You were a tremendous help last time, from the matter with the workshop to persuading the Chancellor."

"Do you really think so? I'm sure you could have done much more, Ricardo-kun..."

"That’s where you’re wrong. I swear to you, that is something I could never have done."

According to Euphilia, it was Alfina’s detailed understanding of the bearing business and, above all, her character that persuaded the Chancellor. It must be what they call personal virtue. A trait I most certainly do not possess.

The Chancellor seems to be a man who understands numbers, but I don't think I could have convinced him in that situation, no matter how many figures I presented.

"I understand. But please, let me help with the company as well."

"Of course. This concerns sweets, after all. I'll be counting on you."

Alfina beamed at my words. Thinking about it, calling her a business partner feels more fitting than a shareholder. It was only supposed to be a little advice at first. When did things get to this point...

"The hallways are rather noisy, aren't they?"

*Am I feeling like an uncle who just noticed his niece has grown up?* I changed the subject in a panic.

"Well, of course they are," Clau said, as if it were obvious.

Something must be going on. I either wasn't told or I've already forgotten. As I searched my unreliable memory, a crowd of people approached from down the hall.

At its center was a flamboyant girl in a pink dress. She was accompanied by several ladies-in-waiting whose clothing was made of a finer-looking fabric than that of an ordinary student. Her brunette hair was swept up in an ostentatious style. She looked to be about my age. I've never seen her before.

Though, it's possible I have seen her before and just don't recognize her with a different hairstyle.

As she drew closer, the extravagance of her dress became apparent. The bodice was simple, but the skirt was adorned with three-dimensional roses crafted from fabric. Even if she wasn't a student, it wasn't something one would wear to the academy. *Rose patterns, huh.*

"Well, if it isn't Alfina."

She apparently knows Alfina. Then again, I wonder how many people in the kingdom can address her so informally. Incidentally, I am not included in that number. Only when a very specific situation allows for it.

"Princess Doriustia. It has been a while."

Alfina replied calmly. So she was royalty, after all. Doriustia, which princess was she again? I did a little studying after getting involved with the Third Prince's faction. One must adapt and learn in a changing environment, or one’s life will be at risk.

She was the Third Princess, I believe. I'd only seen her briefly at the New Year's Festival. I think she was the same age as Alfina.

Putting aside the First Princess, who married into a ducal house near the Royal Capital, the Second and Third Princesses weren't supposed to be strongly aligned with any particular faction.

"My, so the rumors about commoners mixing in at the academy were true."

Just when I thought she was about to begin a long seasonal greeting, the princess looked at me, standing beside Alfina.

"You're Count Adele's daughter, I recall. How could you, her guard, allow some unknown commoner boy to walk alongside Alfina, who is, in name at least, a member of the royal family?"

*In name only... Well, Alfina's value doesn't come from being royalty, so I don't really care. Besides, her treating me like a background character shows she has promise as a royal.*

"Um, this person is involved in Lady Alfina's cosmetics business. He has the permission of Grand Duchess Bertold and is by no means a suspicious individual."

"Oh, my. Now that you mention it, I heard her village is quite small. I suppose they are used to being in close proximity with commoners."

Doriustia offered a mocking smile. *Is this the Hilda pattern? Is she the type who's just jealous of Alfina? In that case, leaving things as they are is for the best.*

*That's right, Leylia is a tiny, insignificant village. In reality, the honey alone will generate a substantial income, and we're planning to plant cherimoya seedlings too.*

*I don't know how much the Third Princess has to spend on cosmetics, but our economic power will soon surpass hers. That's why I need her to let her guard down like this.*

*Let them underestimate you and lower their guard. By the time they notice, it's already checkmate. That's my ideal way of fighting.*

As I was assessing the Third Princess's merits, I noticed Alfina digging her nails into the back of her hand.

"Princess Doriustia. Ricardo-kun is my dear partner."

Alfina declared. She left out the word "business." Instantly, the Third Princess's brow furrowed.

"Vinder... I do recall there was a commoner who received an undeserved reward from Brother Craig-niisama's scraps. Ah, I see now. Wagging your tail for Alfina. I believe Brother Delnius-niisama said something about that as well."

"That's not true. Ricardo-kun is..."

Alfina tried to step forward. Thinking this was a bad idea, I pulled on her right sleeve. At the same instant, Clau pulled on her left. Seeing our perfect synchronization, Alfina retracted the foot she had started to move forward. The Second Prince's name has come up.

"P-Princess Doriustia, why have you come to the academy?"

Clau asked, trying to smooth things over.

"Let’s see. An inspection, I suppose. It should be your master's role, as she attends the academy, but it might be considered rude to send the adopted Alfina. So I took the trouble of coming myself."

Clau's smile stiffened. I was irritated, but at the same time, a question arose. I found it suspicious that this walking embodiment of privilege would come to "inspect" an "academy where commoners attend."

"Your Highness. The procedures are complete."

A middle-aged woman, likely a lady-in-waiting, curtsied and spoke to Doriustia. With a "Well then. Good day," Doriustia turned with a flourish of her skirt. I had to admit, she was impressive for managing a skirt so long it looked like she would trip if she wasn't careful.

*I hope she continues to spend her precious resources like time and energy on things like that.*

"I'm sorry. Princess Doriustia said so many rude things."

"Being underestimated means nothing to me. The Second Prince's name came up, too. It's better this way than standing out."

In fact, I welcome it. If she ever becomes a real threat to Alfina or the Vinder Company, I'll be more than happy to take full advantage of her carelessness.

"...You're right. You do stand out quite a lot, Ricardo-kun."

Alfina looked at me with concern. Her gaze reminded me a little of Mia's. *This situation just keeps outpacing my ability to protect myself, so I don't think it's my fault.*

"About the an... I will do my best to join next time. Please be sure to invite me."

Alfina reminded me emphatically as we were about to part ways.

"Of course. I'll be counting on you for the taste-testing."

I said it without a hint of flattery. *A partner, huh... Well, it wouldn't be strange at all to call her a board member, a *partner*, now.*

Prophecies take precedence over anko, but that princess's priority is below anko. They aren't even comparable. I'll just pray things stay that way.
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			"Whoa, this is an impressive place."

I said, standing in front of the Belmini Company. It was a stately, three story building. At least four times the size of Vinder's. I had been picturing something like a vegetable stand, so I was a little nervous.

"What are you saying? You're the guy who gets waved right into the Grand Duchess's residence."

Rilka, who had guided us here, sounded exasperated.

"Well, yeah, but..."

"It's one of the larger companies, even for a subsidiary. Their business is on a bigger scale than ours, you know."

"Is that so?"

"You're the one who picked this place."

"Our office is too small. Besides, Dalgan-senpai and Plural-senpai are busy. And the main ingredient is beans, after all."

Furthermore, since Natalie wasn't an Academy student, it would be difficult to use the director's office.

"I'm sure both of them are still dealing with the fallout from your unreasonable demands at the trade fair. Anyway, Mia wasn't summoned by the Grand Duchess either, so you need to get it together."

Mia is familiar with every aspect of our business. You could say she's a director with the authority to act on our behalf. My father is completely swamped with Guild matters.

"What an amazing mansion..."

"You don't have to be so reserved. Though it's a bit strange for me to say that. As far as places Vinder drags people to, this one is exceptionally down to earth."

Rilka said to a nervous looking Natalie.

"It's nothing. My family runs a Silver-ranked company too. And Natalie used to work at the Guild Master's shop, so there."

Vinaldira gave Natalie a push from behind. Come to think of it, I knew almost nothing about Natalie. The Guild Master's shop. Dorefano...

"Welcome."

"Huh? Oh, uh... wait."

I was caught off guard by a classmate wearing a green dress who looked just like a rich young lady. For a moment, I didn't recognize her because her usual, slightly delayed way of talking was gone. The freckles on her cheeks were the same, but her brown eyes, usually half hidden by her bangs, were clearly visible today.

"Um, well, thanks for letting us use your place today. It's a huge help."

I replied to Belmini.

"...If I didn't, you'd just drag us all to the Grand Duchess's estate again, wouldn't you. And then the Grand Duchess and the Prince would sit in."

"No, I wouldn't go that far. Prince Craig seems to be swamped with Knight Order business. And you know, he isn't as interested in all sorts of things as Alfina-sama is."

Despite my attempt to deny it, Belmini just sighed.

"Sherry-ojousama."

"Petra. Please show our guests to the reception room. I'll go get my father."

After giving instructions to the maid, Belmini disappeared into the back of the house.

"Sherry?"

"Honestly... That's her name."

"I didn't know. Uh, so Rilka is... just Rilka, then."

I do remember her family name, though. Tritt, I'm pretty sure.

◇◇

"Here we are."

"Wow, what a magnificent room."

"And you were just about to drag us to the Grand Duchess's conference room... Anyway, why are you so much more polite to my father than you are to the Prince or Princess Alfina?"

"Well, of course. Meeting a classmate's parents makes you nervous. It's our first time."

I had just greeted Sherry's father and younger brother a moment ago. I was surprised to see Sherry acting like a big sister.

"...Normally, people are much more nervous around royalty. Um, Vinaldira-san and Natalie-san. Please, make yourselves comfortable."

Belmini motioned toward the seats. Vinaldira sat down without a word. Natalie was still fidgeting nervously.

"Okay, first, could you two introduce yourselves? Vinaldira-san, you're the eldest daughter of the Natoas Company, right?"

"That's right. Just like you all, we're a Silver-ranked company, so I'm not going to be all formal."

Vinaldira stood up, as if to shield Natalie. I had finally read Mia's report on her today, or rather, Mia had read it aloud to me last night.

The Natoas Company was a Silver-ranked merchant dealing in high-end fabrics, with many customers among the major companies. The kind of stuff Dorefano wore on the ceremonial platform during the New Year's Festival. I had brought about the downfall of her best customer, Dorefano, as well as his affiliates and the Calest Company, so she probably wasn't too fond of me.

Furthermore, her mother was the third daughter of a baron whose domain management had failed, and she had married into the Natoas family in what was essentially an exchange for financial support. And now that family had taken a financial hit. Mia had warned me repeatedly, "Do not let your guard down for a second."

"I'm Natalie. I'm from Term Village in the east, and I was... an apprentice at the Dorefano Company."

A village in Chancellor Grynisias's territory. It was near Tuvil Mountain in the adjacent Kurtheite Duchy, and apparently known for its beans, grown in soil that wasn't very fertile for a ducal territory. I knew almost nothing about her. Mia's assessment was that even if she worked for Dorefano, she must have been in a menial position.

"If you don't mind, could you tell us a bit about your relationship?"

Belmini asked.

"I met Natalie when I started going to see Dorefano. I didn't know much about merchant families, and she taught me all sorts of things."

"So you're childhood friends. Just like us."

Rilka and Belmini smiled.

"Natalie is amazing. She came up with the idea of making jam from the beans in her home village, and she was even recognized for it at Dorefano's and was working so hard. But then, that whole thing with Dorefano happened... Still, she didn't give up and kept trying, but then this time..."

Vinaldira glared at me.

I see. The reason she was able to make anko, which requires sugar, while running a food stall was because she started developing it while at Dorefano's. And now I, the one involved in Dorefano's downfall, had effectively sabotaged her stall at the trade fair.

It's not like I targeted her specifically, so I don't feel particularly guilty about that. If I felt any debt to her, it would be for a different reason.

"Ah, so they were perfectly caught up in the huge storm Vinder kicked up."

"...I see."

Rilka and Belmini nodded to each other. Their eyes were filled with sympathy. Not for me, but for Natalie.

"Um, well, I know it's not your fault, Vinder-san..."

Natalie said bravely. It was true that what happened was a battle. But if I was going to move forward with a project with her, I couldn't gloss over this.

"That's not true. I'm the one who crushed Dorefano. You can hate me for that if you want."

I said it plainly. Even as an apprentice, she had earned some recognition at Dorefano's. I don't know the scale, but she was developing a new product. There's no doubt I interfered with her future.

*...Come to think of it, could it have been a strategy to crush our honey business? No, probably not. Considering the power dynamic between us at that point.*

"What are you talking about? Even I wouldn't go that far. Dorefano lost in a conflict with Kenwell, the current Guild Master, right?"

Vinaldira said, looking away from Rilka and Belmini. But the two of them just offered faint, awkward smiles.

Rilka and Belmini looked at me, as if asking if it was okay to say. I nodded. If I, a mere Copper member at the time, said it, it would have zero credibility.

"The truth is, Vinder crushed both Dorefano and Calest. Jean-senpai and Maria-senpai, you two know, right? When it was Calest, our companies were forced to play a part too. There's no mistake."

"...Dorefano had been harassing Vinder's honey business for a long time, and Calest tried to frame Vinder, so he was just fighting back. It's not like Vinder was in the wrong."

When Rilka and Sherry spoke, Vinaldira's face went pale.

"Then, then this really is the enemy's den. What on earth are you planning to do?"

Vinaldira stood in front of me, shielding her friend. I tried to offer her my most peaceful smile.

"Vinder. That just looks like a smirk."

But apparently, I failed. I had no choice but to let my actions speak for me. I pulled a piece of paper from my pocket.

"My debt..."

Natalie turned pale.

"I had Plural-senpai arrange for us to buy it."

I said. She called it a debt, which had me worried, but it was essentially just a promissory note. Thanks to that, it was easy to acquire.

"What do you plan to do with Natalie?"

Rilka held her head in her hands, while Vinaldira flew into a rage. I took out another piece of paper.

"It's simple. I just need you to sign this."

"Anko? ...Halting debt collection and interest accrual until development is complete. Providing development funds and the necessary amount of sugar..."

Vinaldira, who had snatched the paper from me, was stunned.

"I've also secured a sugar supply. If Plural-senpai approves of the final product, there's a possibility of supplying the Plural Company in the future."

I continued.

"But, the person from Plural just the other day..."

"Yes, that's of course on the condition that you can make your jam even more delicious."

Natalie looked at me in disbelief.

"Um, what is... anko?"

"Ah, right. It's the name for your bean jam. Think of it as a code name. I'd like to refer to it as 'anko' for the duration of the project."

"Oh, yes, that's fine."

I have no intention of taking the naming rights. This is, after all, a product she came up with.

"Th, there's got to be a catch. This is too good to be true. You must be plotting something. You're trying to steal all of Natalie's hard work."

Vinaldira had been using the word "effort" a lot. I'm sure it's because she's worried about her friend.

"Effort has no value. As it stands now, Natalie has failed to develop her bean jam. That is the result."

I said it deliberately, leaving out the subject.

"What did you say? This is why I can't stand people who get ahead through connections. Effort is precious."

"The only effort that's precious to me is my own. The only thing of value to me is her results."

I said it dismissively. I saw Rilka and Sherry press their hands to their foreheads.
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			My words, which seemed to dismiss effort and demand only results, silenced the room.

"You've shown your true colors. Natalie, you absolutely must not sign this."

"Then let me ask. What's so noble about effort?"

"Because I've been watching Natalie work so hard for so long. Her efforts will bear fruit someday."

"I see. With her effort, the bean jam might be a success someday. She may eventually produce results."

"Th, that's right. I believe she will."

*Well, I believe it too. In a way, Vinaldira is more admirable than I am, since I already know the answer. But that's irrelevant right now.*

"So, when that time comes, where will I be, where will you be, and where will she be?"

"I don't know what you're talking about!"

"I'm talking about where the three of us will be when Natalie's efforts finally bear fruit and produce results."

When I said that, Rilka and Belmini looked as if they understood.

"But still... I don't understand..."

"Then I'll spell it out. Let's say Natalie's effort pays off, the jam is perfected, and it starts earning a lot of money. When that happens, Natalie will be there. She's the creator, after all. You'll also likely be by her side. But me?"

What Vinaldira was saying is correct. Even if you fail temporarily, if you continue to put in the effort, you might use that as fuel to reach success. Of course, there's no guarantee, but there are no guarantees of that level in the world to begin with, so that's fine.

But ultimately, the only one your effort will never betray is yourself.

So it's fine to acknowledge the value of your own effort. In fact, you should. But what you can share with others are the results you have right now. You can't demand that others share in your potential. This is a story based on the assumption that her effort is genuine and will eventually succeed, an assumption that might not be as sweet as honey, but is far sweeter than Natalie's current jam.

"As a complete stranger, my circumstances are different. So, while effort is noble, you can't force it on others."

*Of course, that's an extreme argument. The effort that bears fruit before my eyes today might be the same effort someone else supported ten years ago. Someone like Dorefano... In that case, it wouldn't be completely illogical for me to support her effort today for the sake of the entrepreneur who will be by her side in ten years.*

*But that's not what we're talking about right now. The problem is that Vinaldira is confusing her different positions as a friend, for herself, and in relation to a stranger.*

"Th, that is..."

Vinaldira looked down.

"Vinder just has a way with words, you know." "...Yeah."

Rilka and Belmini said.

And then, Natalie's hand reached for the pen.

"Wait, hey, this guy is, but..."

"No. I'll trust him. He never once called my jam 'anko' to me. And I want to believe the look on his face when he ate my jam. Of course, if Vina, who's helped me all this time, is completely against it, then I'll give up."

"...There's just one thing I want to ask."

Vinaldira looked not at me, but at Rilka and Belmini.

"When you ate Natalie's jam, neither of you looked very pleased. As families of Silver Member companies, you must be incredibly busy. Why do you get involved in this man's work?"

"Well, for one thing. Vinder doesn't do things that'll cause him to lose, but he also doesn't do things that only benefit himself. And you could say he's helped us out before... right?"

"There's also the fact that I see potential in Natalie-san's jam. ...But Vinder-kun's actions have too great an impact when he makes a move. Vinder-kun is getting involved with beans. Unfortunately, I can't imagine having the option of not being involved. Thanks to that, the stress is incredible, though."

Rilka and Sherry gave their opinions, each with an extra comment. Vinaldira stared intently at their faces. The two of them calmly met her gaze. Vinaldira bit her lip once.

"...I understand. But I won't let my guard down."

"Yeah, of course. That's fine."

*Just as my position differs from hers, her position differs from mine. That's how it should be.*

*Still, this stings a little. In my case, before all this talk of effort and results, I have the cheat of modern knowledge.*

"Setting aside Vinder's brutally honest talk. Tasting it again, hmmm. Sherry, you don't dislike it, right?"

"Right, I was a bit surprised that the bean flavor and sweetness go well together."

"Hmm. I want to trust Sherry when it comes to vegetables, but..."

Now that we had an agreement, we once again sampled what could be called anko toast.

"I also want to believe in the potential of beans, so take my opinion with a grain of salt."

The result of the second tasting was the same. I started to wonder why they couldn't understand. Anko is a taste Japan can be proud of. *Well, then again, tasting it now, it does clash with the complex flavors of the bread, and it's not sweet enough.*

*I see, Plural's words were an accurate assessment. Unlike Japanese white bread, this black bread has a strong sourness and a rougher flavor profile. Unless you're captivated by the anko itself, like I am, you might find that bothersome.*

"Alright, can you prepare 'that' for me?"

I asked Sherry.

◇◇

A white bread baked with the highest-grade flour was prepared on the table. It was the same quality as the one used for the "Matsu" dish at the exhibition. And of course, there was butter from Rilka's family shop, which deals in dairy products.

I toasted the bread and spread it with butter. Then, I spread the anko on top. The Nagoya specialty, Ogura Toast, was complete. Along with Rilka and Sherry, Natalie also took a hesitant bite.

"See? When the bread has a simpler flavor, it goes well with the anko, doesn't it?"

I said. In truth, a blander base like dango would be better, but this was delicious enough.

"Yes. It's certainly completely different from ordinary bread. Such fine bread... I couldn't afford it even in the past."

Natalie said.

"..."

Vinaldira was stuffing her cheeks, a frustrated look on her face.

"It's certainly much easier to eat now. I see, the flavor is unusual, different from fruit. But, sorry to say, with this bread, it's better with just butter. It would be amazing with strawberry jam, or honey, or even made into French toast."

"Rilka, you're getting off track. But it's definitely very different from before."

*Just as I thought, a better base makes the charm of anko easier to understand. Though if I'm being greedy, I'd still want dango. No, it's precisely because the base improved that a new problem has emerged.*

"Um—"

Knock, knock.

Just as I was about to point out the next problem, there was a knock on the door.

"Let's take a short break."

Sherry received a tea set from a maid and arranged it before us.

"The Belmini family's prized herb tea, I see."

"Oh, you handle tea as well?"

"Not fermented teas like black tea, but herbs are vegetables, so yes."

*I see, so that's the classification. In that case... No, I don't have the leeway to get involved with something even riskier than anko. And pairing it with bread would be difficult.*

"So, Vinder, lover of anko, what's your plan?"

Rilka asked as she set down her cup.

"Ah, the biggest problem is the anko itself."

"Hey, are you making fun of Natalie?"

"No, that's not it. I mean it's not for beginners, Vinaldira-san."

"What do you mean?"

"What did you think when you first ate the anko?"

"...W, well, at that time, it wasn't as... um..."

"Hee hee. Didn't you say you never wanted to eat something so weird again?"

What Natalie made was coarse bean paste. Coarse paste is fine as a filling for monaka, and it's irresistible to people who like the stronger remaining bean flavor. But the bar is high for beginners. Children prefer the smooth paste. This is even more true when there's a culture gap.

"It also lacks the sweetness to appeal to the general public."

The other thing is sweetness. At first, nostalgia won out, but after eating it several times, it's clear it lacks the sweetness of modern Japanese versions. And that's even more apparent on flavorful bread, which is richer than dango, even if it is high quality. This too means Plural's assessment was correct.

"The sugar in this, it's the ordinary kind, right?"

"Y, yes. There's the cost, but adding any more than this..."

The sugar here is brown sugar. In other words, an unrefined sugar made simply by boiling down and neutralizing sugarcane juice. Even on modern Earth where white sugar is overwhelmingly dominant, brown sugar's distinct flavor is still used in wagashi. I don't dislike it either. But in this case, it clashes with the delicate taste of the anko.

"First, we need to improve the sugar."

"Huh? Sugar is sugar, isn't it?"

It would be easy if I could just buy white sugar, but it doesn't exist here. If you don't have it, you have to make it. In short, I just need to separate the sugar itself from the impurities. The problem is how to refine sugar with the technology available here.

*Right, since we're talking about wagashi, I have no choice but to reference 'that'. Season-wise, it's perfect.*

"It's going to be a pretty tough job, are you okay with that?"

"If it's to make the anko delicious, I'll do my best."

"There's something I'd like your help with too, Vinaldira-san. It's your specialty, after all."

I asked the glaring Vinaldira to procure several products for me.

*In the end, improving the quality of the anko is the surest path to success. If I can just do that, it should be accepted in this world too. The taste of Japan should be effective worldwide. No, internationally. No, inter-universally. Absolutely.*

◇◇

"By the way, about the trade with the Empire, it looks like things have started moving in earnest."

Rilka said, pulling her lips from her refilled cup of herb tea. Thanks to our plan being decided, the atmosphere had loosened up considerably.

"So it seems. I got a message from Jean-senpai that the lumber is finally arriving. Just one piece, though."

"Lumber? What's a honey merchant going to use that for?"

"Ah, it's for another job. ...I'll have to consult with the Director, too."

"You're not trying to dodge the question, are you?"

"Vinder is also close with the Great Sage Fulsy-sama. Haven't you heard the story about how he and his secretary, Mia, helped the Sage with his Monster Flood predictions?"

Rilka said. Natalie, who had been taking small sips of her tea, lowered her cup in surprise, and Vinaldira's face clouded with confusion.

"I thought that was just a rumor... What in the world is your main line of work?"

"Honestly, I just want to focus on business. So what I'm doing right now is my main job."

I said. This is much better than, say, accompanying the Knight Order on a dragon hunt.

"...What about the improved carriages? We're even getting inquiries through our connections, asking if they can get their hands on one soon."

Sherry said something unnecessary, causing Vinaldira's face to twitch even more.

"Um, Belmini-san. In that case, I have a small favor to ask. It might depend on that."

*Since it's come to this, I might as well ask about that other thing I just thought of.*

"...I shouldn't have said anything."

"You get a little bold on your home turf, don't you, Sherry?"

Rilka rubbed the back of Sherry, who had her head down.

"No, it's not that strange of a request."

I picked up my cup and wet my throat. *I just hope that thing exists in this world, too.*
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			The Belmini Company’s kitchen was on the first floor of the house, next to the warehouse. It wasn’t as large as Dalgan’s meat workshop or Plural’s confectionery studio, but it was still big enough to have three or four pots going at once. For a business where cooking wasn't the main focus, it was quite impressive.

It was nothing like my own kitchen at home, which gets completely filled up if I’m just making French toast by myself. I heard Natalie's kitchen was about the same size as mine.

"Huh? I thought you said you finished the last refining yesterday."

I spoke to Natalie, who was kneading a linen-wrapped bundle on the counter as if it were clay. The third round was done. That’s what I’d heard, which is why I came.

"Yes. But I wanted to try it one more time. Um, I'm sorry for using your precious sugar."

"No, you don't have to worry about that," I said, my eyes falling on her bright red fingers. Working with water in this season couldn't be easy.

The winter timing was perfect, with the ideal temperature and humidity for sugar crystallization, but I was making her do all the work of wetting and kneading the sugar alone. The rest of us, myself included, had our own businesses and academy classes to attend.

"You've let me borrow this wonderful kitchen, and I'm even getting to use such high quality beans."

Natalie bowed her head to Sherry, who was standing beside me.

"That's right, we have Belmini-san to thank for that."

"...You can just call me Sherry. Besides, this is a calculated business move. I told you, I can't just stand by when there's a chance to create new demand for our beans."

"You're making Natalie work this hard. You're sure this is really going to work, right?"

Vinaldira emerged from the back of the kitchen, holding a linen cloth. Her gaze was as wary as ever, which was only natural since I was having them perform a process they had never even heard of before.

Yes, we had gone through a lot of trial and error just to get to this point. At first, we even struggled with choosing the right weave for the cloth to wrap the sugar in. There was that terrifying moment when our precious sugar kept leaking through the fabric, dwindling away before our eyes.

We only managed to get through it thanks to the help of Vinaldira, whose family dealt in fabrics.

"Vina. You tasted it yourself and you were convinced, weren't you?"

"W, well, yes, but... the volume shrinks so much... And Natalie's hands."

Our gazes all focused on her reddened fingertips.

"It's really all right. More importantly, please have a taste."

Natalie removed a weight from a wooden box at her feet. She took out a yellowish, discolored bundle. A black liquid had pooled beneath the cloth. This was the sugar she had manually refined by repeating the process of kneading and pressing three times.

When the cloth on the counter was unwrapped, a pale yellow, hardened solid emerged. Anyone who didn't know about white sugar, like I did, would be astonished by the difference from the raw black sugar.

The sample size was small. After all, the base ingredient was sugar. We were getting it cheaply through a connection at Plural Company by trading it for our honey, but the cost was still nothing to sneeze at.

I reached out and touched the fine yellow crystals that had been crumbled onto a plate.

"Yes, that's the taste."

It dissolved instantly on my tongue, leaving only a faint hint of black sugar's flavor. I could tell the degree of molasses removal and the size of the crystals were perfect.

We had makeshift tools and limited ingredients. Still, I had to hand it to Natalie for recreating it this well just from the scraps of knowledge I'd passed on.

"Wow. This is completely different from black sugar. Plural-senpai is going to regret not being here," Rilka commented.

To enhance the sweetness of the anko, we had to increase the purity of the sugar.

Sugar is made by boiling down sugarcane juice. This means it retains plenty of plant-derived components. For example, sugarcane juice is acidic.

The process of neutralizing it with lime, removing the scum, and filtering out sediments removes impurities and increases the percentage of sucrose, a compound of glucose and fructose. This much was already being done in this world. The result was what they called black sugar.

To make white sugar in an industrial society, you would mechanically remove impurities using a centrifuge. The separated byproduct is molasses, a black, tar-like liquid. I remember seeing them mix it into the fruit fly food in my university's research lab.

It might be possible to mechanize the process here using the water wheel we used for our honey, but I had no idea how long the adjustments would take. I had high hopes for bearings in the future, but we hadn't yet been able to make them large enough for a water wheel.

In any case, we had no choice but to do it by hand at the trial stage. The method I proposed was a sugar-making technique developed during the Edo period. It’s how they make what is known as Wasanbon, which is said to be the perfect sugar for Japanese sweets.

Even though it’s done by hand, the basic physicochemical process is the same. Sucrose crystallizes, so you separate the crystallized sucrose from the liquid waste molasses.

What Natalie was doing just now, kneading the sugar in the cloth while adding water, was that very process.

In Wasanbon making, this is called the *togi*, or refining stage. Then, you place a weight on it to press out the liquid molasses. By doing this three times, you transform black sugar into a yellow sugar that retains just a slight amount of molasses.

It was somewhere between black sugar and white sugar, perhaps leaning closer to white.

Of course, Japanese Wasanbon is made from a different variety of sugarcane, so this was likely a different product in practice. But there was no doubt we had created a high purity sugar with a moderately retained molasses flavor that was, by the standards of this world, exceptional.

"It's delicious, but this is an unbelievable luxury, isn't it?"

"...Yes, it gets reduced to a quarter of its original amount," Natalie replied to Rilka. That waste molasses from before was still sweet when I licked it. I had heard that Wasanbon loses a little less than half its volume during refining. Our yield was even lower than that. Still, considering we'd arrived at this point through remembered knowledge and trial and error, I thought it was a fine achievement.

With this, our hopes were high.

"Alright, let's use this Wasanbon... this yellow sugar, to make the anko."

◇◇

"It's ready."

A short while after the aroma of simmering beans filled the kitchen, three bowls of anko were placed before us. They were made with sugar that had been refined once, twice, and three times, respectively.

"Mm. This is incredibly delicious, Natalie."

Vinaldira's voice was filled with surprise after she tasted the anko from the end bowl. Natalie’s eyes were wide as well.

"Even just one refining makes a big difference, but the third time is the best, after all."

I guess they don't call it Wa-'san'-bon for nothing. The 'three' must really be necessary. Considering the balance of cost and flavor, one might argue for just two rounds, but I think it's best to follow the wisdom of our predecessors here. Even if they are predecessors from another world.

"Next is the amount of sugar."

Apparently, the recipe Natalie had perfected with black sugar used a one-to-three ratio of sugar to cooked beans. Of course, I didn't know any anko recipes. I vaguely recalled that cakes used about a one-to-one ratio of flour and sugar. I simply had her try doubling and tripling the amount.

"This, this is it. This is true anko," I exclaimed, almost shouting as the flavor filled my mouth.

"......" "......"

Natalie and Vinaldira, who had tasted the anko made with triple the sugar just as I had, both froze, their hands clamped over their mouths.

"...Because the sugar's flavor is so clean, you can clearly tell that the bean's flavor has meaning. It definitely has a different kind of value than honey. I never knew it could be this delicious," Sherry said, a blissful look on her face.

"It's also thanks to you letting us use the best beans. The grains are uniform and unbroken, so the flavor doesn't get muddled when they're simmered," Natalie said, finally lowering her hand from her mouth. I see, so things like that have an effect too. As expected of a vegetable expert. That's right, at its core, this is a bean jam.

"Still, Vinder-san, this is the first time I've ever tried comparing things all at once like this."

"It's best to compare them at the same time, under the same conditions."

It was an approach similar to a scientific experiment.

By testing the sugar's purity and quantity, we had effectively tried nine different flavor variations. For us, who didn't know the anko recipes of my original world, this was likely the most efficient way to arrive at the correct answer using this world's ingredients.

This was especially true when your measuring instrument is the human sense of taste. By using the method of comparison, you don't need to be a culinary genius. It’s a verifiable process.

Of course, trying to do this for real would require a huge amount of ingredients, equipment, space, and manpower.

"For the finer adjustments, we'll have to rely on Natalie-san's palate. So, what do you think, Rilka? This should work, shouldn't it?"

I asked Rilka, who had remained silent after tasting the reborn anko.

"Hmm. It's certainly gotten incomparably better. But the texture still bothers me a little."

"I see. Well then, on to the next step."

It was the only dissenting opinion. We ought to respect it.

"What?! You're still not satisfied even though it's this delicious?"

Vinaldira and Natalie exchanged glances. Well, the next part wasn't going to be that difficult or complicated.
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			"The color is the same as ever, but it’s completely transformed, hasn’t it," Rilka said, looking at the finished anko.

*It’s better than I ever expected, really.*

Set before us was a block of sweet bean paste, still holding the shape of the cloth it was strained in. Its fine-grained black surface bore the delicate pattern of the fabric’s weave. Someone said the color wasn’t good? This matte black is what makes it so appealing.

"You were the one who taught us the method, Vinder-san. And you gave us such fine tools. Plus, I think Vina’s help made the final result much better," Natalie said.

"Hmph. This is nothing when we put our minds to it," Vinaldira replied.

Unlike traditional sugar refining, making smooth anko is not fundamentally difficult. The first step is to remove the skins from the coarse anko using a strainer.

However, the fine mesh strainers you could buy at a dollar store in my previous life don’t exist here. I borrowed one from Plural, and apparently, it’s a rather expensive piece of cookware. Though, they lent it to me without a word after they tasted my yellow sugar.

Ignoring me as I was about to launch into a speech about anko, Plural had rushed into the kitchen. I overheard something about a cherimoya pie.

You crush the boiled beans on the strainer to remove the skins, then strain the paste through a cloth to remove excess moisture. That cloth was the tricky part. It’s not like I could look up a guide on the internet for the ideal weave. Even if one existed, I wouldn’t be able to tell which fabric in this world corresponded to it.

The one who saved the day was, of course, Vinaldira. There’s a saying about leaving mochi to the mochi makers. Well, this was a job for a fabric expert. It must have been a struggle for her, since her specialty is cloth for clothing, not for straining food. It turned out that a fabric with a slightly coarser weave than what we used for the yellow sugar was just right.

Meanwhile, all I did was expose my own ignorance about cooking. I had assumed you were supposed to strain the beans after adding sugar to make the coarse anko, but you actually add the sugar *after* straining.

*It’s obvious when you think about it. Otherwise, all that precious sugar would just wash away with the water. There are probably issues with osmotic pressure, too. This is the downside of having only theoretical knowledge.*

In any case, the fruit of our labor was now melting on my tongue.

Because we had thoroughly removed the moisture, the texture was smooth and fine, yet the flavor was rich. It was a magnificent balance.

"...Mochi. I need mochi. For the love of all that is holy, please!"

For someone like me, who had never tasted the kind of ultra-luxurious traditional sweets served to royalty back in my old world, this anko had reached a level on par with my past life’s memories.

"The bean’s deliciousness is so concentrated. It isn’t overwhelmed by the increased amount of sugar. What a gentle sweetness..." Sherry murmured, entranced.

"What do you think, Rilka? The texture is perfect now, right?" I asked her as she tasted it slowly, a cautious look on her face.

"You’re right. The lack of sweetness, the unpleasant feel of the skins... all the flaws are gone. It’s truly impressive, I have to admit," Rilka said, sounding genuinely impressed. Yes, Rilka has been won over.

"I was worried when you said we had to not only remove the skins but also strain it with such an expensive cloth. But texture really does change the taste, doesn’t it," said Natalie.

Flavor is a synthesis of taste, smell, touch, and even sight and temperature. That’s why there are so many different processing techniques, most of which are impossible here where the labor costs are ridiculously high.

"We never would have reached this level without Vinaldira-san, who was able to provide the cloth as a sample. I’m completely satisfied."

It wasn’t just the lack of small-batch, high-variety production. The level of processing in this world was small-variety and small-batch. And on top of that, the quality within that small variety was inconsistent. Even if we had found a cloth with the right weave, the whole thing would have fallen apart if even one section was too coarse.

"Hmph, so you understand. W-well, I suppose I can’t deny that your advice was sound," Vinaldira said, turning away.

"Hehe. Vina was so frustrated, you know. She said she couldn’t believe a fabric merchant like her didn’t think of helping in this way until you mentioned it, Vinder-san," Natalie added with a chuckle.

"Alright, I’ll go get the bread," Sherry announced.

"Wait," I said, stopping her as she stood up. "With this, we can compete on the flavor of the anko itself."

The quality of the smooth anko had far exceeded my imagination, and with it, my ambitions grew.

"It’s delicious, but eating it on its own is a bit much. You don’t eat honey or jam by itself, do you?"

"I know. Sherry, there’s something I need you to prepare, and it’s not bread. It’s that thing from the Shoken Festival..."

*If we’ve come this close to authentic Japanese anko, I’m going all the way. I’m pushing forward to create a true traditional sweet.*

◇◇

Three days later, my heart swelled with anticipation as I visited the Belmini Company.

"It’s already done?"

"Yes. I was shocked when I tasted it. Vinder-kun, you’re really something else..."

"This speed is all thanks to your help, Sherry."

Considering her work on the one-plate lunch for the Shoken Festival, it was easy to imagine how much of a help she’d been. By the way, Sherry had managed to procure the highest-grade gelatin from the Dalgan Company. Come to think of it, gelatin is made from animals, isn’t it?

"That’s for sure. She was dozing off in class. I bet you kept her up late working on this," Rilka remarked.

"...It’s fine," Sherry said. "I’m in this deep now, so we’re all in it together. Besides, you can pass judgment after you’ve tasted it. For you, Vinder-kun, results are everything."

◇◇

A glossy, black rectangle was pushed out from a wooden frame. Natalie began slicing it thinly with a knife. The texture might not be as firm as I’d like, but given the quantity, it couldn’t be helped.

With great anticipation, I placed one of the translucent black slices in my mouth. A soft resilience gave way to the fine, smooth texture of the anko, the two melding together as one. The flavor of the anko itself, adjusted to the absolute limit of palatability, glided across my tongue.

It was a genuine Japanese sweet I never thought I would taste again. It was yokan.

"Oh, that’s it. I surrender. What in the world are you? But the most amazing one here is Natalie, for making the anko in the first place."

"I know. She’s the most incredible one, for creating something from zero."

*I only knew of its existence. She created it from nothing. The difference between us is immense.*

"No one would ever believe this confection is made from beans, but it’s a flavor you definitely couldn’t create without them. To think that first thing we tasted could transform into this... I have to tell Father to increase our bean orders. No, we might have to rethink the entire scale of our cultivation," Sherry said, letting out a soft sigh as she began to flick at an imaginary abacus.

"It’s certainly delicious. But who are you selling this to? How much will one cost?" Rilka asked.

Natalie’s shoulders jolted.

"...The cost of the ingredients alone is one silver coin."

"I thought so. You’re using three times the amount of sugar that was already refined to a quarter of its original volume. That alone makes the sugar cost twelve times higher, and that’s before you even factor in the labor. The anko has to be strained, and you used the highest quality gelatin. You’d have to sell it for five silver coins a piece, wouldn't you?"

Sherry’s different kind of calculation silenced the room. I may have gotten a little carried away. Overcome with nostalgia for a taste from my past life, I had completely disregarded the cost. But...

"Don’t worry about that. If it suits the palates of our tasting party, we can expect the nobility to be our customers."

This isn’t something to be sold at a street stall. In fact, I knew from the very beginning that we couldn’t.

Our target is the nobility, a class starved for new flavors. After all, there is nothing else like this. If it gains a reputation, even its black appearance could become a selling point.

"This is where my connections finally come into play."

"Oh, be quiet. We all know it’s about more than just your connections now," Vinaldira said, looking away, embarrassed.

"Y-yes, that’s right. The Plural Company is going to be tasting it. I’m getting nervous," Natalie said.

"I-it’ll be fine! Any princess would swoon over this taste," Vinaldira encouraged, placing her hand over Natalie’s, which were clasped together as if in prayer. *Hmm, that’s some nice encouragement.*

"...Well, I suppose so."

Sherry, who had been so excited just moments before, now had a slightly distant look in her eyes.

"But, I think I prefer the first way we ate it, with bread and butter," Rilka muttered quietly. "How should I put it... it still feels unfamiliar. Like it catches on my tongue..."

"Catches on your tongue? ...Even this?"

I ate another piece and tilted my head. *It’s as smooth as it could possibly be, and the anko’s flavor is vibrant...*

I trust Rilka. I don’t think she’s holding onto her initial opinion just for the sake of it.

"Well, everyone else is praising it, so it’s probably just a matter of my personal taste."

"I see. Well, I suppose some people might feel that way."

There’s no flavor that appeals to everyone. In this world, traditional Japanese sweets are a new taste, so having four out of five people say it’s delicious is probably good enough.

A friend of mine who majored in biology in my old world once told me something. "In an experiment with living things, if every single subject gives you the exact result you wanted, you should actually be more worried." I think that’s what he said.
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			"Well, so the anko is coming along smoothly then."

"Yes, you can look forward to it," I told Alfina. It had been a while since we’d last walked the path to the library.

"So, what about the crystal?"

I asked about my greatest concern. If a calamity were to strike, we wouldn't have the luxury of making sweets.

"There's still no change. As long as this continues, we'll have to keep watching. However, since we've confirmed it's stable, I've been able to free up a little time."

"I see. Nothing happening is for the best. You aren't overworking yourself, are you?"

"I'm fine. It's just..."

Alfina closed her mouth for a moment and glanced at our surroundings. Come to think of it, the students seemed particularly noisy today as well.

"Could it be that princess again..."

"No, I think the news is probably spreading. I'm sure my aunt will speak to you about it eventually, but... an exchange student is coming from the Empire."

Alfina whispered in my ear. It was the kind of action that could spawn a whole new rumor in real time, but we didn't have time to worry about that.

"An exchange student? Could the Third Princess's recent inspection have been..."

I had a bad feeling. If a princess came to look things over, then the person arriving would be of a corresponding rank. The image of the dark-clothed prince flashed through my mind. *No, he's probably a different age. How is the Imperial family structured again?*

"I'm told it is Her Highness Princess Lisabet, the Fourth Imperial Princess."

*An imperial princess, and the fourth one at that...*

"She has actually already arrived in the kingdom. However, she isn't scheduled to attend the academy for another ten days or so."

*A spy or a diplomat?* The question was pointless. There’s fundamentally no distinction between the two. At best, it's a matter of diplomacy leaning toward espionage, or espionage leaning toward diplomacy. In that case, the biggest concern was...

"What is her relationship with the Second Prince's faction?"

A simple enemy wouldn't be so bad. The real problem is an enemy who allies with people on our side. Needless to say, that's the standard. This is why I hate dealing with people.

And I couldn't let my guard down precisely because she was a woman. Taking a cynical view, it was possible they sent a woman specifically to get close to Alfina.

"...It seems the Second Prince recommended Princess Doriustia for the role of hosting the imperial princess."

*So he is involved.* The Third Princess is in charge of the Fourth Imperial Princess. It seems normal in terms of diplomatic protocol, but a recommendation from the Second Prince surely has an ulterior motive.

The Third Princess is growing impatient with the current situation where Alfina gets all the attention. The Second Prince's faction is taking advantage of that. That's the picture that's forming in my mind.

"My aunt's policy is that if Princess Doriustia is handling it, we should leave it to her and stay as far away as possible."

"I agree. I think that's the best course of action for you, Princess Alfina."

*I suppose I'll have to gather information on them in the meantime.*

"............That includes you too, Ricardo-kun."

*True, I'm sitting on a mountain of information that must not be revealed.* I nodded. But Alfina's expression remained clouded.

"I must consult with Mia about this..." Alfina said, as if muttering to herself. *Huh? Didn't she mean, "Please consult with Mia"?*

"I'm glad the bean jam is coming along well."

"We'll be able to taste it after our meeting with the Sage today, won't we? What you said earlier, Ricardo-kun, has made me even more excited."

"Yes, please look forward to it."

Trying to change the atmosphere, I gave her an emphatic promise. At that level of quality, I could confidently start spreading the word.

"If you're that confident, Ricardo-kun, I'm very much looking forward to it."

"Well, I barely did anything. Those two, and Sherry, did all the hard work."

"...Sherry?"

"Y, yes. Ah. I mean the girl from the Belmini Company," I added hastily.

"...No, I know who you mean."

"Oh, you do? I only just learned her name the other day, hahaha."

*Of course she does. Unlike me, normal people remember the full names of their acquaintances.*

"That does sound like you, Ricardo-kun. Then again, it sounds exactly like you..."

"I'm not sure I understand. Anyway, the bean jam is a treat for after we finish our complicated discussion about the magic veins."

I looked at the Head Librarian's office door. Mia and Noel should already be inside. The new element of an exchange student had made this side of things even more complicated. At the very least, I needed to organize my information and set my priorities before she officially arrived.

I checked my notepad. Several tasks were written in large letters. I still couldn't get used to how difficult the pens in this world were to use.

*Click.*

Just as I was running through the plan for today's meeting in my head, the door to the Head Librarian's office opened in front of me. An unfamiliar female student emerged.

*Who's this here?* I couldn't really say that anymore. This was the Grand Sage's office, after all. In my old world, it was like the office of a Nobel Prize-winning professor. Though the man himself was always lamenting how much of a hassle it was.

The student was a beauty with an oval face and long, dark purple hair. I'd never seen her before. I knew neither her first name nor her last. On reflex, I checked her sleeve cuffs. There was no embroidery, nothing.

However, she was wearing a bracelet with the black luster of obsidian.

I moved to let her pass. But the student stopped in front of us. In front of Alfina, to be precise.

"Might you be Her Highness Princess Alfina?" the student asked, placing her palms together before her chest.

*There's no "might" about it. There can't be a student who doesn't know Alfina's face. Or...*

"Yes. Um..."

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Lisabet. I will be studying at the Royal Academy from today."

The student, who called herself Lisabet, broke into a smile at Alfina. I instinctively took half a step forward.

"My apologies, Your Highness Princess Lisabet. I had heard you would not be attending school for a little while longer."

"That is true. But I thought I would pay my respects to the kingdom's famous Grand Sage. Hehe, though I must admit I also wanted to try on this uniform as soon as possible."

The Imperial Princess let a smile grace her beautiful face. Her demeanor was far more approachable than that of the Third Princess. *Paying respects to the renowned Fulsy before officially attending the academy. I see, a sort of courtesy call.*

*Wow, she seems nice, that's a relief... As if!*

Looking at the office door, I felt a cold sweat run down my back. *What in the world did they talk about in there? What did she see?*

"To think I would be able to meet Your Highness Princess Alfina as well, my trip has truly been worthwhile. The saintess of the prophecy, who has saved the kingdom from crisis time and again with your magnificent power. Your fame has reached the Empire. I have held you in the highest esteem as someone truly admirable."

Lisabet said this with the look of a fan meeting their favorite idol. I could tell Alfina was taken aback. It was a bit of an exaggeration, but the assessment wasn't wrong. But Alfina isn't used to being praised.

Looking troubled, Alfina glanced over at me repeatedly. *Hey, wait a minute...*

"...In truth, the military achievements belong to His Highness Prince Craig, who is also the Knight Commander. What is said of me is merely an exaggeration," Alfina said, biting her lip slightly. I let out a sigh of relief.

But Lisabet turned her gaze to me.

"By the way, is this gentleman Princess Alfina's..."

"Forgive my late introduction. I am Ricardo Vinder, a merchant who has the honor of doing business with her Highness's patronage."

This explanation always worked best. Everyone at the academy knew I was close with Alfina, but people see what they want to see and hear what they want to hear, so they accept that.

"Is that so? You seemed so close, I simply assumed... you were lovers."

"O-Of course not..." Alfina's cheeks flushed.

That was a comment that could get her arrested for lèse-majesté if not for something like diplomatic immunity. *No, she was testing us, trying to gauge the relationship between me and Alfina.*

I know their interest is in the Oracle Princess. Being close to her makes me a secondary target. I have to be careful. My goal of building a general trading company is still distant, but I've long since become a general trader of secrets, not just suspicions.

"Are you walking around the unfamiliar academy grounds all by yourself?" I feigned surprise. If some crazed commoner decided to stab her, it would become an international incident.

"The Empire and the Kingdom have been at peace for fifty years. I have nothing to worry about."

*No, no, as they say, you train an army for a hundred years for a single battle. That's the mindset you need to maintain peace into the hundred and first year.*

"You must be tired from your long journey to the Royal Capital. My profession also requires me to travel by carriage, and even a few days on the road is exhausting."

I changed the subject. At this point, I might as well try to probe her a little, too.

"Not at all. I was surprised by how comfortable the Kingdom's roads were," Lisabet said with a carefree expression.

Not a hint of being flustered. Which made her intentions completely unreadable.

"Well, I must be getting back, or my attendants will start to worry. Princess Alfina, today has been my good fortune. I will only be here for half a year, but I hope we can get along."

Lisabet extended a hand to Alfina. Alfina took it.

"The pleasure is all mine. I look forward to it, Princess Lisabet," Alfina replied with a smile.

*Well, there's not much else she could say. Then again, in Alfina's case, she's probably half sincere.*

"It was Ricardo Vinder-dono, wasn't it?"

Lisabet extended her hand to me as well. While there were exceptions, this would be unheard of in the Kingdom. I had no choice but to reach for it, intending to take it respectfully...

"!"

Instead, she gripped my hand with both of hers. *Are you a convenience store clerk!?*

"I'll be in your care as well, Ricardo-dono. I'm not yet used to the academy, you see," she said with a beaming smile. It's devastatingly effective when a beautiful woman does it. For a moment, my guard almost dropped.

"Th-The honor is mine, Your Highness Princess Lisabet," I managed to reply.

Lisabet quickly released my hand and, without looking at me again, gave another nod to the surprised Alfina. Alfina returned the nod awkwardly.

Without a moment's hesitation, Lisabet turned and walked away down the hall.

Damn, how many times did she surprise me? Round one is a complete loss, isn't it?
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			"Are you all right, Director."

I threw open the door to the director's office and hurried inside. A silent Alfina followed behind me.

"Oh, you're here, Ricardo."

Fulsy replied with a carefree expression. I scanned the room. *Where are Mia and Noel?*

"Senpai." "Ah, you're finally here. Oh, whoops... Princess Alfina, it's been a while."

The door to the library opened, and Mia and Noel peeked out. *Phew, they're safe.*

"She introduced herself as an Imperial Princess. I had the two of them hide. Even I have that much sense. I'm not you, after all," Fulsy said.

"That's true. You're the one we should be worried about, Senpai," Mia chimed in.

Noel covered her mouth. *If Alfina-sama weren't here, she'd definitely be laughing.* Alfina herself remained silent.

"...What did the princess talk about?" I asked, steering the conversation back on topic.

"It was mostly small talk. She didn't even ask about the dragon."

"What about the carriage or the antenna?"

Fulsy shook his head.

"Then what did you talk about?"

"The Monster Floods came up. Oh, and it goes without saying, but I didn't mention the tree rings. On the contrary, I was able to ask a few things about how the Empire deals with monsters."

*Prioritizing his own interests with a guest who's practically a state dignitary. That's our Fulsy.* It was certainly an interesting development. Of course, there was no guarantee she told him the truth. But information on the Empire was so scarce that even analyzing the way they lied could reveal something.

"It seems they're also wary of the activation of magic veins over there. They were surprised that the Kingdom only has two observation posts."

I wanted to believe that, at the very least, our observation sensitivity was superior.

"I guess that's to be expected, since it's like they have places where monsters can spawn all over the country..."

"It's as if what we'd call small-scale Monster Floods happen several times a year there. It seems the central noble of each basin is responsible for their extermination."

"I see. It sounds like giving orders from the capital for every single incident would be too slow."

*And here we are in a panic that it might happen in the east and west simultaneously. Given their geography of collected basins, does that mean they lean more toward decentralization than a centralized government?*

In any case, there was no doubt their environment was harsher than the Kingdom's. Their mountainous terrain was also a disadvantage for agricultural production. And while they might be rich in mineral resources, those resources were located near monster territories, making them costly to extract. This would be even more true if, as the Empire claimed, the monsters were becoming more active.

That's precisely why all the wars between the Empire and the Kingdom up until fifty years ago were started by the Empire seeking the Kingdom's land. For the Kingdom, there was no point in conquering Imperial territory, we wouldn't be able to manage it. You could say it was similar to the relationship between ancient China and the northern nomadic tribes.

The real problem, however, was the effect this difference in environment had on the evolution of our respective national systems.

"How about you, Noel? Have there been any changes in the sorcery division?"

"I was asked the same thing by Mia in the library, but I haven't noticed any particular changes. Although..." Noel's expression grew complicated.

"What is it?"

"I've been so busy moving that I haven't had time for much else, so don't get your hopes up."

"Oh, is that all? How's your new room?"

The last one I'd seen was a small workshop. I wondered if the new one was at least a little more user-friendly.

"It's like sitting on a thick carpet, I suppose."

"That sounds comfortable."

It was a good thing if her treatment had improved.

"If that carpet weren't made of metal, then yes."

"Hmm? Is that some kind of alchemist metaphor?"

"It's the normal meaning. An apprentice suddenly became a court magician. My superior keeps pestering me about how I got in the Great Sage's good graces. Among my seniors, some have become excessively friendly, while others treat me with hostility. I wish I could go back to when they mostly ignored me..."

Noel clutched her stomach. *Ah, so she meant she was sitting on pins and needles.*

"That's rough. You wish they'd at least be consistent with their response."

I spoke with a tone of sympathy. The students at the academy were divided in a similar way toward me.

"In your case, you brought it on yourself."

"Noel-san. Please let me know if there is anything I can do."

Noel gave a vague nod in response to Alfina's concern. *In situations like this, the royalty card, with its intense actions and reactions, is difficult to play.*

"You have the justification of cooperating with the Knight Order, so you should be fine to some extent. The story is that I, the Grand Duchess, and the prince are your backers. Well, a subtle hint of that backing is all that's needed, and just right," Fulsy said.

*In fact, they're the kind of backers where a hint is all you need. Though it's likely to be counterproductive with the Second Prince's faction.*

"So, setting aside Noel's situation, we still don't know the princess's objective."

"That's right. However, I doubt she would engage in spy-like behavior right away," Mia said. It seemed she had heard our conversation from the library. I felt a small sense of relief. I trusted Mia's judgment the most.

"Ah, just one thing. I don't think that princess's aptitude for magic is very high," Noel said. Fulsy nodded in agreement. That was a bit of a surprise. What with that carriage and the prince, I had assumed they were experts in that field.

"So in the end, all we can do is wait for them to make a move..."

*Being on the defensive while they've already infiltrated us feels unsettling, but it can't be helped. We'll have to rely on the Grand Duchess. Even if we wanted to investigate, our group is full of people with poor interpersonal skills. And I'm the worst of them all.*

"Let's begin today's discussion. First, regarding the western magic vein," Fulsy announced. We all moved to stand in front of the stone slate.

Dealing with nature was so much more straightforward. Besides, when you have a lot to do, you have to set priorities, or you'll fall apart.

"About the noise that was plaguing the western magic vein observation post. With the recent measurement carriage, we determined the cause to be a very faint magic vein, a miasma, emanating from the entire western region. Thanks to that, we can now make corrections," Fulsy explained. That was the result of our bumpy carriage ride all the way to Bertold. It wasn't the scenario we'd envisioned for the recent Knight Order exercise, which was less a race and more a military drill, but with the possibility of Monster Floods in the east and west simultaneously, we needed our observations to be foolproof.

"Um, is it possible that the miasma in the west could grow stronger and..." Alfina asked. *I see, if it's related to the prophecy, that's a strong candidate.* If, by some chance, the entire western part of the Kingdom were to be consumed by a magic vein, I couldn't even imagine how we'd deal with it.

*Unlike the Empire, the Kingdom only has limited response capabilities, which we are currently in the process of strengthening.*

"It seems there's no need to worry for now. When Mia and I ran the calculations, we concluded that the amount of miasma is actually on a slight decline," Noel explained. Fulsy and Mia nodded in agreement. Alfina pressed a hand to her chest, looking relieved.

"From here on, we'll need to keep a close eye on seasonal fluctuations and the like. Under the prince's direction, cooperation between the observation post and the Knight Order is also improving, so there shouldn't be any issues for the time being."

I nodded at Fulsy's conclusion. That particular issue was dealt with, for now. *It's a genuine relief when your efforts pay off. It's tough when solving one problem only leads to the next, bigger one.*

"Next is the Empire's carriage."

In the end, the Guild Master's carriage had to retire from the race. If he had managed to come in second after Kenwell, we might have been able to put it on the winner's podium and observe it.

*We can't just seize it without any evidence of foul play. We could press the Guild Master on how he obtained the magic crystal, but that would lead to the question of how we knew about it in the first place.*

We wanted to keep the existence of an antenna capable of taking measurements while in motion a secret. Furthermore, for the sake of popularizing bearings, I wanted to avoid the risk of tarnishing the race.

*We'll just have to be content with the brief observation we managed before it retired.*

A subsequent investigation revealed that an Imperial merchant's carriage had been seen entering and leaving the Kurtheite Grand Duke's residence multiple times. The cabin was from a Kingdom carriage, so they must have swapped out only the undercarriage for an Imperial one.

"I looked at the Knight Order documents the prince provided. They're from back when we were still at war with the Empire, so they're old and the descriptions are scant. Information on the supply train is unlikely to be preserved anyway. However, if they were using monster materials in their carriages, there would surely be a record of it."

The absence of such a record meant that, at least fifty years ago, the standard of their carriages was no different from the Kingdom's. Or if they did have superior ones, the number was extremely limited.

"If monster attacks are frequent in the Empire, it's possible that the materials have become easier to obtain..."

We ourselves had used magic crystals, spoils from a monster extermination, to create the unorthodox mold for the bearings. From that black-clad prince's confident attitude, there was no doubt they had the opportunity, necessity, and know-how to deal with dragons. If they could get the scales, it was certainly possible they could make Dragon Scale Steel.

"How much Dragon Scale Steel can be made from the scales of that greedy dragon we fought?"

If a light and durable metal was being mass-produced, that in itself was a major threat.

"It's a metal that only exists in records, so I don't know how to make it. It seems they don't use the scales directly, but rather an extract from them. There was a drawing of a spoonful being taken from a dragon's neck, so I imagine it isn't that simple," Noel said.

*It's half biological. If you just mixed it with iron, the strength would probably decrease. But if it were something like a rare metal, it's possible you could make it by adding just a few percent. A spoonful isn't a large amount, but the drawing could have been an exaggeration.*

"From what the craftsmen say, that carriage would likely display its greatest power when used within the Empire," Fulsy offered.

"Just for running on roads, there wouldn't be that much of a difference," I agreed.

You could even argue that our carriage was superior since it didn't require rare materials, at least when it came to mass production for commercial use.

"We still don't know why they did something like block their magic at the beginning, either. On the way back... during the main race, there was no shadow on the radar," Noel added.

"That's right," I said.

Had they thought they could win with the performance of the monster materials alone? No, it wasn't just that they didn't use magic, I couldn't understand why they would go so far as to block it.

"Hasn't the lumber from the Empire arrived yet?" Fulsy asked impatiently.

"Kenwell says it should be just a little longer. As soon as it arrives, please begin the measurements."

If the Kingdom had online shopping, I'd be the type to click the delivery status over and over again. That's how much I was waiting for it. A single piece of wood probably wouldn't tell us much about the Empire's magic vein fluctuations, but even if it's just wood, the species will likely be different, so we'll need to adjust our experimental protocols.

First and foremost, we had to confirm if we could even measure it. There was a chance the magic veins were so strong that our instruments would just get saturated.

Once we sorted that out, I'd negotiate to acquire a large quantity under the pretext of expanding the Bertold Workshop. *We need the lumber anyway, and we only need a tiny piece for the measurements.*

"We're waiting for its arrival, but for now, this is our top priority. Unless, of course, the prophecy starts to manifest."

Everyone nodded at my words, and the meeting concluded. We had organized the information and established a course of action.

But now we had a new problem in the form of an Imperial Princess. My fingers unconsciously reached for my breast pocket. They met only empty air.

*It's a habit I can't shake, even after being reborn. In my previous life, I had an item I always relied on in times like these. But it doesn't exist here. At least, not in a form I can have ready in an instant.*



		
		
		
			Chapter 88: Chapter 6: Part One, The Greatest Invention in History
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 88

			Chapter 6: Part One, The Greatest Invention in History

			"Oh, by the way, that thing you asked for is ready."

Just as Alfina and I were about to leave, Noel opened the front of her alchemist’s robe, revealing the contours of her body that had been hidden.

Not that there was any issue, she was wearing her academy uniform underneath. Even so, my eyes were momentarily drawn to her.

"Here you go. This was a lot of trouble, you know."

Oblivious to the slightly resentful gazes from the other two women, Noel pushed a box toward me. I opened the rectangular box, and the glint of precious metal caught my eye. It was the gleam of magimetal, no bigger than the head of a nail, encased in a wooden shaft.

"As expected of Dr. Noel. Or rather, Doctor Noel."

"Hakase? Doctor? Come on, you can't normally ask someone to do personal work like this. And you even had me make spares. Even if it only needs a tiny speck of magimetal, the fine craftsmanship makes it incredibly difficult."

"Yeah, I'm grateful. I really am."

What is humanity's greatest invention? If limited to tangible objects, I would answer with the pen. The reason is simple. With a pen and paper, you can invent everything else.

Though it was made with alchemy, I only asked Noel to create the refill component. The tip, consisting of a one-millimeter ball and the part that holds it, and the tube for the ink.

I prepared the other parts myself. The body and the nib housing are a single wooden piece, which makes it look more like a pencil, if anything. The leather-wrapped grip is a personal touch. Of course, it’s a capped pen.

In short, any parts that couldn't be processed with this world's technology were made from magimetal. That's why I gave up on mass production. The tip is far too intricate to be made with a die.

As a result, each one costs a gold coin. A super premium ballpoint pen worth 100,000 yen. When I submitted the expense request to Mia, I felt like a husband trying to convince his wife to let him buy a new set of golf clubs.

In my past life, by the way, I was fond of a ballpoint pen with a name that sounded like a doctor's. Its forward center of gravity was comfortable, and the ink, which boasted a moderately low viscosity, provided an outstanding writing experience.

Incidentally, I’ve heard that ballpoint pens are one of Japan’s hidden specialties and are popular worldwide.

I preferred a 0.5 millimeter point, but I had to compromise. Over here, even high quality paper is probably too coarse for the ball to rotate smoothly. And if I started complaining about ink viscosity or color, the list would be endless.

"I'll try it out right away."

I took a piece of memo paper from my breast pocket and lightly pressed the tip against it. A black line appeared with a smooth stroke. It was simply incredible.

The writing experience is a world of difference compared to a quill. After all, those things catch on the paper all the time. Above all, being able to write continuously without worrying about running out of ink is a huge advantage.

Replacing the ink is a bit of a chore, but this amount should last about a month. That was roughly the lifespan of a single ballpoint pen for me in my previous life.

"Is this a pen? It can write such fine letters."

Alfina leaned in for a closer look, her sparkling, curious gaze fixed on my messy handwriting.

"This one can write continuously without being dipped in ink. The ink is stored inside the barrel."

"Hmph. I had high hopes since you're the one who came up with bearings, but a pen is just a pen, I see."

"...And it cost one gold coin."

Fulsy sounded disappointed. Mia’s gaze was equally harsh. They probably couldn’t accept that I had spent a great deal of money, even using alchemy, to create a pen that was only marginally better than a quill.

Someone with a methodical mind like Mia's probably can't grasp just how crucial that difference is. Fulsy is a genius, too. They must have their own large, freely erasable notebooks inside their heads. Plus, he's likely the type who dislikes putting constraints on his thoughts.

"People who just write down things they've already thought of won't understand how I feel. I think by writing."

To me, this is more important than the bearings. No, in a sense, it *is* a bearing. It just rotates my brain instead of a wheel.

"I am interested. I am always impressed by your ideas, Ricardo-kun."

In contrast to the other two, Alfina looked at me with expectant eyes. She’s intelligent, to be sure, but not a genius or a prodigy. If it was her...

"Well then, since we have a little time..."

I stopped mid-sentence. A black blotch was spreading from the tip of the pen on the paper. I hastily lifted it.

"Ricardo-kun? Ah, was that perhaps something I shouldn't have asked?"

Alfina looked apologetic. I realized the reason for my hesitation. Tree rings, French toast, bearings, and anko. All modern knowledge and concepts that were the result of other people's efforts in my original world.

Standing on the shoulders of giants from Earth, I have freely shared this knowledge whenever needed. I’ve sold it cheap because it was something I just happened to know.

But this method is different. It’s a skill I acquired for myself after filling over a thousand notebooks in my past life. That must be why I felt possessive of it. Such a selfish thought. It’s not as if I invented the method myself, strictly speaking.

"No, it's not the sort of thing I'd keep secret."

I shook my head and took out a fresh sheet of paper. The Ricardo-style thinking method... it wasn't anything so grand. It's the most basic of basics, what's known as Sky-Rain-Umbrella.

"There is a set process for thinking through a problem."

In the consultant jargon of Earth, it would be called logical thinking. What I was about to explain was its simplest and most versatile framework. I decided to demonstrate it in practice.

"We have to go out soon, don't we."

As I spoke, I pulled back the heavy curtains in the director's office and opened the window to look up at the sky. At my sudden action, Alfina tilted her head but nodded. We were, in fact, scheduled to leave the academy for a tasting event shortly.

"First, I look at the 'Sky'. From that, I get the 'information' that it's cloudy."

"Next, based on the information that it’s cloudy, I form a 'hypothesis' that it might 'Rain'."

"Finally, I decide on the 'action' of bringing an 'Umbrella'. This is the process of thought."

You could also call it the flow of information input, processing, and output. It's the foundation of information processing.

My explanation was met with bewildered looks from everyone. In Alfina’s case, the very concept of preparing an umbrella for herself was probably foreign. Still, I once asked her to go to the garden shed on a rainy day when she came to help. I remember it vividly because I went pale when I later realized I had sent her out into the rain.

"That's just common sense. Anyone would do that."

"Input values, a formula, and an answer. The basics of mathematics."

Fulsy and Mia's comments were just as I expected. But one shouldn't be fooled. It’s easy for Fulsy, a genius, and Mia, with her outstanding mathematical talent, to say that. And for them, it really is that simple.

Of course, even I can glance at the weather and decide to grab an umbrella in an instant. But the true effectiveness of this framework reveals itself in more complex situations.

"Alright, let's apply this process to a more complicated problem. We'll use the current anko project as our subject."

This would also serve to explain the anko project to Alfina. I dipped my pen and wrote a sentence at the top of the paper.

(How to popularize anko in the kingdom)

I circled the sentence I had just written. This defined the problem. It was the starting point for our thinking.

"Okay, first is 'Sky'. Information gathering."

With that, I began to jot down a series of words.

Not sweet enough, poor mouthfeel, unfamiliar, regular jam is better, honey is better, looks unappetizing, bread is hard, bread is sour...

I listed the comments from the Central Garden members who had tried Natalie's anko bread at the fair, along with my own thoughts. More and more words filled the page. Unlike my usual loner technique of solo brainstorming, this was the result of a real brainstorming session with the Central Garden members, so the list was long.

Thanks to that, it made for a more effective example.

It’s said that the number of meaningful units a person can hold in their mind at once is five, plus or minus two. It's very difficult to remember many things at once. It's like trying to juggle three beanbags with only two hands.

But thanks to pen and paper, I don't panic even when faced with a flood of information. In fact, writing things down frees up my mental workspace. Think of it like a computer. If you load too much data into memory, you run out of space for the actual computations. Though that analogy is useless in this world.

"Next is 'Rain'. In this case, it means deriving a solution from the feedback on the anko. In other words, it’s about forming a hypothesis along the lines of, ‘This might solve the problem’."

I said this while looking at Alfina. Fulsy hadn't tasted the anko, and I had already reported the details to Mia.

"What would you do, Alfina-sama?"

At my prompting, Alfina fell into deep thought.

"Umm, if it's not sweet enough, we could add more sugar. If the texture is poor... how about mashing it more thoroughly? But if people say jam is better... oh dear, this is difficult."

Just as I expected, Alfina started down the wrong path. Having gathered so much information, she was trying to use all of it at once.

This is the biggest pitfall when moving on from the 'Sky', or brainstorming, phase. That's why, as a personal reminder, I've given the Sky-Rain-Umbrella method another name. Which is...

"Why are you looking at me?"

Noticing my gaze, Noel tilted her head.

Hahaha, as if I could ever say it out loud.
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			They say you shouldn't shoot down ideas during the brainstorming phase. It’s a technique for generating a large number of them. That much is true. And by writing them down on paper, you can keep track of many ideas at once.

However, the ideas you’ve expanded upon must then be narrowed down.

This is a bit of a tangent, but there’s a poem by Misuzu Kaneko that goes, "We're all different, and that's a good thing." They are wonderful words, but they can't be applied as is in this situation.

It's good that "everyone is different." That is because "someone will be right."

This is the principle for making a decision when you don't know the answer. The next point, then, is who decides who that ‘someone’ is, and how. Since no one knows the answer, the answer is that no one can decide.

In fact, this is how biological evolution works. It's also the reason why sexual reproduction, which is ridiculously costly, was adopted. In economics, it's one of the advantages of a market economy.

The ecosystem is a marketplace of genes, or ideas. And as a marketplace, it’s left to the survival of the fittest for products, or ideas. The world itself, including you and everyone else, delivers the judgment. Of course, this too is just a kind of ideal.

Now, in this case, I have no choice but to be the one to decide. And so, a word of caution when narrowing down ideas is that it’s a battle against instinct.

Humans are afraid of loss. It's terrifying to let go of something you once held in your hands. That's why people are reluctant to discard the ideas they've come up with.

And that's precisely why you must do it. If you don't, brainstorming becomes a hindrance. A surplus of ideas can be more harmful than helpful. It obstructs the actions needed to achieve the final goal. You might even say that three excellent ideas chosen at random from a list of ten are better than all ten combined.

And the ultimate goal is to select the single most suitable idea from those ten.

The necessary process for that is ‘Rain’, determining a policy or hypothesis.

"In the next step, 'Rain', we'll refine our ideas into a concrete policy."

As I spoke, I continued writing.

――――――――――――――――――――――――――

・ Is there any value in anko if it can't beat jam or honey?

↓

・ Anko has a different kind of appeal that jam and honey lack.

↓

・ By bringing out anko's appeal, we can resolve the unfamiliarity of its appearance and taste, as well as the comparisons to jam and honey!

――――――――――――――――――――――――――

"With that, our 'Rain' policy is decided."

I emphasized the last sentence.

"If the quality of the anko itself improves, that would be good. It's obvious, but..."

"Yes, it's very well organized."

The arguments about honey or jam being better will naturally resolve themselves once the taste of the anko improves. It doesn't need to win. The problem is solved if we can just bring it to a level where it can compete with honey and jam. That is because anko has a charm that is different from either of them. In fact, trying to beat honey and jam would only lead to failure.

The idea is that if we can achieve that, its unique appearance and taste will become selling points.

You could call it a frontal assault. After all, the goal is to popularize the taste of my homeland.

"The final step is 'Umbrella'. We will think of specific methods to realize this 'policy'."

Saying that, I wrote out several sentences.

――――――――――――――――――――――――――

□ Add more sugar to the anko to achieve a balance between the bean flavor and sweetness.

□ Strain the bean skins to improve the texture of the anko.

□ Think of ways to eat it other than with bread to emphasize the flavor of the anko.

――――――――――――――――――――――――――

I concluded my thought process. Of course, this demonstration isn't exactly fair, since it’s after we’ve already succeeded with everything from smooth bean paste to yokan, but I think it's a good example of the flow of thought.

Expanded thoughts must be narrowed down to a single policy. That single, abstracted policy must then be developed into concrete actions.

"To summarize, my thought process looks like this."

I showed the completed notebook to everyone.

――――――――――――――――――――――――――

(How to spread anko throughout the kingdom)

'Rain'

・ With jam and honey available, is anko really needed?

↓

・ Anko has a different kind of appeal that jam and honey lack.

↓

・ By bringing out anko's appeal, we can resolve the unfamiliarity of its appearance and taste, as well as the comparisons to jam and honey!

'Umbrella'

□ Add more sugar to the anko to achieve a balance between the bean flavor and sweetness.

□ Strain the bean skins to improve the texture of the anko.

□ Think of ways to eat it other than with bread to emphasize the flavor of the anko.

――――――――――――――――――――――――――

"...Being organized is a good thing." "This seems so restrictive, I feel like my head would just get stuck."

Mia and Fulsy had conflicted expressions. *It seems the struggles of the average mind are foreign to them. I knew it.*

"W, well, I suppose it's useless for me, too."

Not to be outdone by the other two, Noel puffed out her chest. But I said.

"Noel. Open your robe."

"Wh, what kind of lewd thing are you saying?"

"Ricardo-kun." "Senpai."

"Hey, you're wearing your uniform underneath, right?"

Noel reluctantly opened the front of her robe. Tucked between two large cushions was a ballpoint pen, tied to a string. She had gone to the trouble of drilling a hole through the pen’s body to thread the string through.

"...It's useful when I'm drafting alchemy diagrams. You can make a whole bunch in one go, and you didn't charge me for the processing, so it's fine, isn't it?"

"I know. But you're going to help me improve the ink next."

"Fine."

It’s already a dramatic improvement in usability, but I have no intention of stopping here. I want an ink with a slightly lower viscosity, and while I’m not asking for a three-color ballpoint pen, I at least want a red one.

"It seemed like you were just stating the obvious. No, that must be why. My head feels much clearer now."

Alfina's eyes sparkled.

"Yes, this method breaks down complex problems into simple steps. Imagine you want a beautiful flower growing on a high cliff. Without superhuman athletic ability, it's useless to keep jumping or clinging to the cliff face. But if you just get a ladder, anyone can climb it. The steps between the problem and the answer are that ladder."

The Sky-Rain-Umbrella framework is an extremely versatile tool for processing information.

"That's right, Ricardo-kun's analysis of my first prophecy felt just like this."

"If you've understood that much, you get full marks. In that case, extracting information from the images in Alfina-sama's prophecy was the 'Sky', the expanding step. Narrowing down the location of the disaster to Leylia Village was the 'Rain'. Using Leylia Village as a starting point, considering the possible calamities was another expansion within 'Rain', and deciding it was a monster flood was the narrowing step. And then, from collecting tree rings to measuring the magic vein to find proof of the monster flood, all of that was the 'Umbrella'."

For complex problems, the Sky-Rain-Umbrella can be nested within itself or lined up in sequence.

"The key, as I said, is to expand and then narrow, and narrow and then expand. You could call it the Bon-Kyu-Bon of thinking, so to speak."

Alfina tilted her head in confusion. My eyes instinctively drifted toward Noel.

"Ah, a clever turn of phrase..."

Fulsy began, before quickly clapping a hand over his mouth. I realized my blunder. *No, I actually prefer a more modest figure, but I suppose the eye-catching effect is proportional to the mass.* Noel still had her robe open. *...though I was the one who made her open it.*

"Ricardo-kun..." "...You're the worst, Senpai." "P, pervert!"

The gazes of the women rained down on me. Alfina looked down sadly, Mia shot me a deadpan glare, and Noel stared sharply as she pulled the front of her robe tightly shut. There was no way I could have an umbrella ready for such a sudden downpour.

"Ahem. In other words, your tedious method requires that pen, which can write small letters quickly and without interruption."

The head librarian spoke, as if to change the atmosphere. It almost sounded like he was covering for me, but he was nodding at my example just a moment ago.

"Y, yes, exactly. Which is why, Alfina-sama, I'd be happy to give you this."

I took out a pen and handed it to Alfina. It wasn't to cover up my earlier slip of the tongue or anything. It was a reward for understanding so well.

"Are you sure? But this is an important tool for your work, Ricardo-kun..."

"I have a spare."

When I showed her the one remaining in the box, Alfina's face lit up.

"We match... I'll treasure it."

Alfina said, clutching the pen to her chest.

"If that was your intention, you should have at least prepared a ribbon. It's a gift for a girl, you know."

"Ah, hahaha..."

Come to think of it, my gifts have all been desk-related things, like bookmarks and pens. Not exactly a gift for a girl, let alone a princess. It would be fitting if I were giving it to my niece, though.

Besides, this gift is a set. the pen is the hardware, and the Sky-Rain-Umbrella is the software. You can't tie a ribbon on a concept, on software.

"If that was a ploy to smooth things over, it was a little crude."

Mia muttered under her breath.

"Whoops, this took longer than I thought. We should get going soon."

I said, averting my eyes from Mia. It seemed my dear secretary's anger hadn't subsided yet. I'd have to make another pen now that I'd given my spare to Alfina.

Maybe if I ask Natalie to cut the yokan extra thick for her, it’ll be okay.
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			*Ah, so this is how it would turn out.*

That was my first thought as I saw the members of the Belmini Company all lined up at the entrance. The head of the company, Sherry’s father, stood in the center, unable to hide the sweat on his brow despite the winter cold.

"To be graced with the presence of Her Highness Princess Alfina is the greatest honor this company has known since its founding."

"I have been looking forward to this as well. Thank you for having me today. However, I am here today as a shareholder of the Vinder Company. After all, Sherry-san and I are business partners. Please, do not trouble yourselves."

Alfina smiled and gave a slight bow as she stepped down from the carriage.

The head of the Belmini Company grew even more humbled, while Sherry’s mother and younger brother wore proud expressions.

"What gracious words." "She is truly worthy of being called a saint."

Murmurs of admiration rose from the servants waiting by the entrance. *I think Alfina is just being honest, though. I see, so this is what they call personal virtue.*

"This must have been rough," I said to Sherry, offering my sympathy after leaving Alfina in the care of Claudia and Ruitsua.

"...Yes, it was. It took a lot of effort to keep my father *this* restrained."

Sherry’s gaze drifted into the distance. Ah, so that’s what she meant. Still, he was handling it pretty well. When Alfina came to our house, my old man just ran away.

◇◇

"He... he really brought them."

The two developers waiting in the meeting room, our tasting venue, couldn't hide their astonishment at the members filing in.

Even the usually bold Vinaldira’s jaw was agape at the three noble ladies who entered last.

With Alfina in the center, flanked by Claudia and Ruitsua, a princess had arrived with a count's daughter and a viscount's daughter. For a group of commoners, this was a scene from a nightmare.

*Well, considering our target customers, we couldn't possibly leave these three out.* I did tell them in advance. According to Mia, Rilka was apparently fine being thrown into it without any warning.

"The princess is going to eat... what I made..."

I guess I can’t blame Natalie for being nervous. But she already tried it during the exhibition.

"Plural-senpai, thank you for coming despite your busy schedule."

I greeted the main guest of the day. We couldn't start without him.

"Well, when I hear about an unprecedented sweet using that sugar, I have to see it. Besides..."

Plural glanced at Natalie. The heir to the most famous confectionery company in the Royal Capital received a deep bow from her.

"Uh, um, th, thank you for coming today."

She’s even more nervous than usual. Is she going to be okay?

"Hey."

"What is it?"

"It looks like she’s more nervous in front of him than she was with Alfina-sama."

"Well, of course. He’s someone Natalie looks up to, right. Her goal is to open her own shop in the Royal Capital."

Now that she mentioned it, I think I remember hearing that while we were working on prototypes. In this case, "shop" didn’t mean a street stall. It meant aiming to become a Copper member of the guild. A shop selling anko sweets opening in the Royal Capital. What an exciting thought.

Still... I fanned the air in the meeting room with my hand.

"Isn’t the heating a little too strong?"

I said, looking at the wood blazing in the fireplace. It wasn’t as powerful as the heating from my past life, but it was quite warm.

"My parents were worried you might catch a cold. You know how nobles’ mansions are much warmer than our houses, right. They started piling wood into the fireplace long before you were scheduled to arrive. ...It’s a bit much. Firewood is expensive this year, so this might have been the hardest part."

I see. Even the Grand Duchess’s residence had grand fireplaces in its smaller rooms. And even those would probably feel cold this time of year. Stone buildings take a long time to warm up.

Lumber is precious, so firewood is expensive. In farming villages, peat is the main fuel for winter. That stuff produces some harsh smoke.

◇◇

"Well then, let’s begin. This is a jelly made from bean paste. It is called yokan."

Once everyone was seated, I signaled the start of the tasting. Natalie began slicing the yokan, and Vinaldira carried a piece to each person. The yokan, or to be more precise, *mizu yokan*, trembled as she carried it. Compared to the firmer *neri yokan*, its flavor is milder, but that allows the natural taste of the anko to come through more clearly.

The plates were small and white. The perfect circular shape felt a little plain. For serving yokan, a plate with a bit more rustic charm would have been better.

""…………""

The participants’ reactions upon seeing the plates were mixed. They stared at the small, black jelly with cautious eyes. Only Alfina’s gaze was filled with anticipation.

*Heh, I want them to be surprised when they taste it. This is a flavor my homeland is proud of.*

As the one in charge, I decided to lead the charge. Eating yokan with a fork felt wrong, but it couldn't be helped. I pierced the fork into the confection, which had a stickier texture than regular jelly due to the anko. Yep, it’s even more delicious.

I exchanged a look with Sherry. She nodded emphatically.

Seeing us, the other tasters began to eat.

"Oh, this has a truly gentle sweetness. It’s completely different from the last time I had it."

Alfina said, savoring her first bite. Her expression told me it wasn't mere flattery. As the representative of my target customers price-wise, her opinion was a relief. Filled with hope, I shifted my gaze to those on either side of her.

Ruitsua and Claudia. The next highest-ranking noble ladies after Alfina. They put their forks down at almost the same time and looked at each other.

"An interesting flavor... I suppose. I don’t think it’s that bad..." "…………Y-Yes. A rare taste indeed."

*Huh? That’s a pretty lukewarm reaction.* Ruitsua reached for her tea, and Claudia had a slightly troubled look on her face as she chewed.

"...I can see it’s a world of difference from before, though."

Dalgan commented. What, is that it? Just an acknowledgement that it’s gotten better?

"………………It is certainly a flavor I’ve never had before, I’ll give it that."

Maria said. This should have been her first time trying it. If only she’d just savor it a little more...

"But. This is made with an incredibly expensive sugar, isn't it. That seems a bit problematic, don't you think?"

The words from the Food Guild master’s daughter cast a heavy pall over the room. Natalie’s expression clouded over, and Vinaldira clenched her fists.

*Th-This is strange. Why is everyone’s evaluation so lukewarm?* I hurriedly took another bite of the yokan on my plate. Yes, it tastes perfect. To my palate, it feels like it could even rival the yokan from my past life. There’s no way this isn’t good...

I waited for the opinion of the last person, the foremost expert on confectionery. With his usual dandyish flair, Plural set down his fork. His calm expression gave nothing away. I held my breath, awaiting his verdict.

"Two things have surprised me. The first is,"

Plural looked at Natalie.

"that you have created such a new kind of deliciousness. It’s incomparable to the previous one. I must take my hat off to such refinement."

At Plural’s words, Natalie let out a sigh of relief. Vinaldira supported her from behind as she stumbled. I, too, let out a great breath.

*Alright, Plural’s seal of approval. With this, the spread of anko throughout the kingdom is unstoppable.*

"The second surprise is,"

Plural looked at me as I was striking a victory pose in my mind.

"that you, of all people, judged this to be a viable product."

"What!?"

"I can’t believe this judgment came from Vinder, a man whose actions may be reckless, but whose decisions are terrifyingly calm and steeped in calculation."

"Wh-What do you mean by that..."

Plural’s gaze was now severe, a complete change from moments before. I didn’t understand what he was saying. Didn't he just give it nearly the highest praise, no, the highest praise possible? It made no sense that the best confection would not be a viable product to a confectionery merchant.

"Listen, look at the people who rated this yokan as delicious. Besides you developers, that is."

That would be Alfina and Plural. Excluding the development team, there were six people here. Only two of them liked it. If we consider women to be the target audience for sweets, that’s just Alfina.

And Alfina is... No, she wouldn't say something out of mere politeness.

"Now, I am not saying Alfina-sama is trying to protect you. In fact, didn't I also say this yokan was delicious?"

Plural twirled his index finger.

"Alfina-sama, while living modestly for her station, has likely had many opportunities to eat sweets. In those cases, they would have been the most extravagant creations from the royal palace or the grand duke’s residence, correct?"

Alfina nodded at Plural’s words.

"For someone like her, the taste of this yokan was fresh and new. Its unsettling color and plain shape were not an issue because she is familiar with you... the developer."

Plural emphasized the unique nature of Alfina's position.

"Then there is me, who eats sweets until I am sick of them by nature of my profession. In fact, I had to taste a great number of our shop’s prototypes before coming here today. The reason I called this delicious is, quite literally, because it is different from conventional sweets. You said it yourself, didn't you. ‘Can’t you appreciate this gentle sweetness.’ And you were right. It was my failure not to see its potential last time. This is a brand new kind of deliciousness. Yes, I would jump at the chance to have it. However, that is only if it were at the same price point as existing sweets."

The reasons poured from Plural’s lips. As my brain processed their meaning, a cold sweat began to run down my back.



		
		
		
			Chapter 91: Chapter 7: Second Half - Angel Disqualified
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 91

			Chapter 7: Second Half - Angel Disqualified

			"That... that may be. But I was targeting the nobility from the very beginning."

I reflexively tried to reject Plural’s words.

"Do you really think your target audience would eat this plain... no, this unsettling confection? You strained the bean jam, I hear. I can appreciate its wonderful texture, but that comes with a downside. With the previous version, you could at least tell by looking that it was made from boiled beans. ...Well, as a confectioner, I find it intriguing. But that's not the point."

Plural spoke as if to placate me. I looked at the black mass on the plate. *To me, its appearance was so nostalgic it could bring me to tears. It had an austere kind of beauty.*

*But how would it look to someone with this kingdom's aesthetic sensibilities? Plural had been so particular about the whiteness of his mousse. The vegetable aspic in our one-plate lunch was vibrant and colorful.*

*This is just too far removed from the local sense of beauty. Confections are already luxury goods, and this was meant to be an ultra-luxury item costing many times more. Yet it looks like something bizarre. I never even considered that by eliminating the shape of the beans, I would only increase its strange, unsettling nature. Because to me, this was completely normal.*

*And even if someone did try it, the flavor is just as subdued.*

*Or perhaps it might appeal to someone’s specific tastes, like it did with Sherry. No, even Sherry was only able to appreciate the collaboration of the bean's flavor and sweetness because she's a vegetable specialist.*

"The nobles who could afford this would be middle-rank and above. Among them, only a very small number whose tastes it suits would be your customers. What's more, it's not something they could easily boast about to others."

*People say Japanese sweets are popular in the West, but modern Westerners are far more accustomed to confections than the nobles of this world. For a palate tired of cream and butter, the gentle sweetness of Japanese sweets feels fresh and new. That's why some people are able to overcome the cultural gap.*

*Besides, even among Japanese people, cakes and chocolate are more popular with the younger generation.*

"..." *The world of Japan I was so nostalgically aiming for is a completely different environment from this world, Crownheite, where the number of people who buy sweets is so small to begin with. The sheer number of people with experience in tasting confections is on a completely different level.*

"The ingredient composition is also a problem. Most of it is made from anko using what you call yellow sugar, which is four times more expensive than the traditional kind."

*From an economic standpoint, mass-produced wheat flour is relatively cheap. I've heard that the cost of flour-based foods can be kept low precisely because they can be bulked up with it. The only thing in yokan besides bean paste is water. It should be cheap because it's bulked up with water, but the gelatin that solidifies the water is more expensive than flour. There's no way to lower the cost of this confection, which uses a generous amount of ultra-expensive bean paste solidified with rare gelatin. In reality, Japanese sweets are more satisfying in smaller portions than Western ones, but at a glance, it probably looks small and unsatisfying.*

"And to add one more thing."

Plural looked at the cup in front of him.

"This confection does not go well with black tea. You can't serve this at a tea party."

"...!"

*It's not that I hadn't noticed. As a general rule, Japanese sweets and black tea don't pair well. But I was so ecstatic about how the yokan turned out that I dismissed it as a minor detail. I thought it was a trivial problem in the face of such deliciousness. I was stunned at myself for having ignored every single critical cultural gap.*

*All my work up to this point flashed through my mind. It was as if I had dragged everything in a direction where no market existed.*

"Th-then, what's going to happen to Natalie's bean jam, to her shop?" Vinaldira asked, supporting a pale Natalie.

Plural looked at Natalie. His eyes were still those of a calm merchant. Natalie’s shoulders flinched.

"At the very least, there should be no problem with your business. That yellow sugar is truly wonderful. I heard from Vinder that you are the most knowledgeable about its production method."

Plural said to Natalie with a serious expression.

"...Ah, y-yes."

"I would very much like you to provide Plural with that know-how. Of course, we will pay you for it."

"B-but, from what you said earlier, the sugar is the most expensive part..."

"Of course, it can only be used in ultra-luxury goods, and we'll have to be selective about where we use it. Still, unlike the anko, it just has to replace conventional sugar. It also keeps well. And I hear there's a good chance of increasing the yield with a few more tweaks. We use a large quantity, you see. That alone should lower the cost somewhat. With our recent reputation, our clientele is expanding further into the upper echelons. No, you've really created the perfect thing for us."

"Um, but this sugar was originally Vinder-san's..."

"Ah, we've already discussed the general arrangement. The specific form of business operations..."

Plural began talking about the sugar with Natalie. It was something I had mentioned to him beforehand. *I'd treated it as a mere afterthought to the bean jam.*

*It's obvious when you think about it. That sugar has far more commercial value than the bean jam. Even if the bean jam had succeeded exactly as I'd hoped, the market for the sugar would be incomparably larger.*

"U-um, but, I wanted to create a shop that sells anko..."

"That's right. Natalie made that for her bean jam..."

Natalie, now being treated as the developer of the sugar instead of the bean jam, looked at me with a bewildered expression. I, who had distorted the bean jam she created from scratch with knowledge from a past life, had no answer for her.

"Your shop was originally a stall, not even meeting the standards for a Copper Member company, correct? I promise you this will provide a sufficient income. It's a shame I can't poach you from Vinder, though."

"Oh, is that so. B-but that's not what I meant..."

Even so, Vinaldira’s expression was one of clear relief. It was only natural for her to prioritize her friend's livelihood. Natalie looked down. It was a dream for her, but it wasn't a hobby, so her reaction was understandable.

*But I had treated it just like a hobby.* The discussion between Plural and the developer went in one ear and out the other.

*What kind of angel investor am I?* Plural's very first words had been spot on. For me, the venture's backer, to be so focused on the product alongside the developer was nothing short of negligence.

*When it comes to a new venture, an investor’s role isn't just to provide funding for a new product. It's to guide development so the product fits the market, or even creates one. They're supposed to handle the marketing strategy, so to speak. And isn't it their job to ensure the product is economically viable?*

*I of all people should have understood the thinness of the customer base from our experience with the honey. Why was I guiding us toward a place where no demand exists?*

*I should have just given her the idea for the bean jam's development and spent my time figuring out how to sell it.*

"Vinder, I'm sorry. I should have voiced my opinion more clearly."

Rilka, who had been silent, said to me. *Yes, that was my mistake, too.*

*In that moment, she was in the minority, but in the real world, her opinion was the majority. I was getting carried away with feedback from a ridiculously biased sample group. I'd forgotten the very, very basics of statistical thinking.*

*And I had initially recognized her as a valuable dissenting voice.*

"Vinder."

"...Huh? Ah, yes, Plural-senpai. Wh-what is it?"

"Were you not listening? As you proposed before, I want to build a workshop to produce yellow sugar from black sugar. You said the winter was a suitable time for the work, didn't you? I want to move on this as quickly as possible. We can decide the investment ratios with the stocks you devised. Ah, Belmini has a stake in this too, I suppose. In any case, we'll make Natalie-san the technical director there..."

*Come to think of it, we did discuss something like that. As an afterthought to the bean jam. Ha, what a windfall.*

*I guess if you think about it, wasanbon is a "Japanese flavor" in its own right. So in the end, this is still a victory for the knowledge from my past life.*

*Amazing, this modern knowledge. A world apart from my own wisdom, isn't it.*

I remembered how I had smugly demonstrated my logical thinking just before coming here. I averted my eyes from Alfina, who was looking at me with a worried expression.
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			"Hmph, so this is yokan. ...Hmm, yes, it isn't bad. I suppose I could eat this a few times a year."

Immediately after the tasting session, I was summoned by Euphelia. I couldn't refuse a request from an investor to explain the status of a new venture. Not that I could refuse even if she summoned me for no reason at all.

In the usual small reception room, Euphelia delivered what was, in a way, the most discouraging verdict after tasting the yokan I had brought.

"What can I do for you today, Your Grace?"

I asked, averting my gaze from the yokan.

"Well, Alfi told me you were uncharacteristically down, and I thought I had to see such a rare sight for myself."

"How considerate. That particular delicacy is perfect for a great noble such as yourself, with so much time on her hands."

I said it half desperately. I had no reason to feel indebted to Euphelia. The sale of the yellow sugar license to Plural would turn a profit, not a loss.

Though I did feel bad for Sherry, as I had thwarted her plan to increase the demand for beans.

"I am joking. In truth, it is related to this."

Euphelia pointed at the yokan with her fork. I looked away again.

"Is this about the tea party to welcome the Imperial Princess?" "Indeed."

Euphelia and I exchanged sour looks. Apparently, before the Imperial Princess formally enrolled in the academy, the princesses were to host a tea party to welcome her. Alfina, who would normally not be invited, could not decline as she was to be the princess's classmate.

The venue was apparently the mansion of a duke that the First Princess had married into, located near the Royal Capital. *What's with the choice of what sounds like enemy territory?*

"The two elder princesses will handle the basic preparations. The theme is that the Third Princess Doriustia and Alfina, who are closer in age, will each bring a confection. Which is why we need some sort of rare dish."

"Please direct your request to the Plural Company. A matter of such great importance is beyond my expertise."

I said. With their newly acquired yellow sugar, Plural should be able to create beautiful and delicious sweets. Unlike me.

"Hmph, are you saying you will not lend me your wisdom?"

"My knowledge aside, I have little wisdom to offer."

If we left it to Plural, they would surely produce something that wouldn't bring shame to Alfina. In fact, wouldn't they easily win regardless of what the other side presented?

If I got involved carelessly. I could end up ruining a royal tea party by serving black tea and yokan.

"There are two issues, so I wish to be as prepared as possible. The first is the matter of that timber. We are currently negotiating to have a portion of the timber imported from the Empire, specifically a fraction of the increased supply, redirected to Bertold. It seems that is the limit for our ‘neutral’ prime minister. In fact, the other side is quite keen on the idea. They have even suggested they could ship it directly to us, bypassing the Royal Capital. You said it would be better if its origins were as clear as possible, did you not? For us to appear unwelcoming to the Imperial Princess at this timing would be rather problematic."

"Weren't we planning to get the timber for the Bertold workshop expansion only after the experimental conditions were set?"

"The reputation of the improved carriages has grown too great. The workshop cannot possibly keep up at its current size. There are many other things that must be built, like inns and trading posts. And yet, Kurtheite complains. They accuse me of stealing craftsmen, the very ones they drove out to the Royal Capital, and only a handful at that."

I wanted both the timber and the intelligence from the Empire so badly I could taste it. Receiving it directly would make for a superior experimental sample. We needed to investigate where it was logged.

Still, it was strange that they were so eager to divert the timber to us. It couldn't just be about diversifying their business partners to spread risk, could it? *Something doesn't add up.*

"Secondly, reputation in these social circles is surprisingly important. We should assume the other side will try something. We need a weapon."

Sweets as a weapon, huh. *Well, I guess that's just how this world is. Back on Earth, tea ceremonies in the Sengoku period apparently held great political significance.*

"I understand the situation. ...I'll see if I can think of anything."

But I couldn't give what I didn't have. I said as much to end the conversation.

◇◇

"A new sweet, she says."

I muttered after returning to the Vinder Company. The numbers in the open ledger before me weren't registering. It was not a good sign.

"Um, Ricardo-kun. There's something I'd like to ask you."

Alfina, who had followed me from the Grand Duchess's residence, spoke to me. I felt awkward around her, too. She was holding the ballpoint pen I had given her in one hand, and a sheet of paper in the other.

I knew she held a greatly inflated image of me. I must have disappointed her quite a bit this time. After all, it was right after that lecture.

As I fretted internally. Alfina spread the paper out. Lined up were several sentences written in handwriting far more beautiful than my own.

"I tried to use the method you taught me to organize my thoughts about the tasting session."

Written there were the opinions of the members from the tasting session. There were some I hadn't heard myself. Had Alfina gone around asking everyone on her own?

"I wanted to try and think it through myself, but it's much more difficult than I expected. I at least understand now why you said a pen was so important."

Alfina gently stroked the ballpoint pen with her finger. Below the collected information were the hypotheses Alfina had tried to formulate. They had been written and erased, written and erased, over and over. Her earnestness, and her trust in what I had taught her, were etched upon that page.

And, having made the same mistake countless times myself, I could clearly see why Alfina was struggling.

"I'm an idiot. How could I have forgotten something so simple?"

I was appalled at myself.

"The truth is, the Sky-Rain-Umbrella process isn't a one-way street..."

"Not a one-way street?"

If following a set procedure could guarantee the right answer, it wouldn't be a "problem." In the first place, if an ordinary person could hit upon the right answer in one go, it wouldn't be a technique, it would be magic.

I took out the original Sky-Rain-Umbrella plan I'd written for the anko project. The fact that I had tucked this away in the back of my desk was where I'd gone wrong.

"When you're trying something new, the chances of failure are far, far higher than the chances of success, right?"

"Ah, yes. Isn't that why we use methods like this, to avoid failure?"

Alfina tilted her head.

"That's right. But even if this method could increase the odds of success from one in ten to two in ten, you would still fail far more often. That's why the true value of this method lies in what you do after you fail. This was a plan made with the goal of succeeding. But when it fails, it becomes a resource for analyzing the cause of that failure. Since we have the chance, let's use my failure as a cautionary tale."

I pulled out my own pen. I placed my paper and Alfina's side by side. The information Alfina had gathered was an evaluation of my plan. I would use it to create a feedback loop. Sky-Rain-Umbrella grows by being rotated.

Alfina watched intently as the tip of my pen moved up and down the paper. The answer to where I had gone wrong was found all too easily.

"It seems I was mistaken about the problem I was trying to solve."

My pen stopped at the very top of the page. Written there was, (How to popularize anko in the kingdom).

"Um, is something wrong with that?"

Alfina tilted her head. No, it wasn't wrong. I drew a double line through the sentence and wrote a new one beside it.

"You can laugh. This was the problem I was actually solving."

(Creating the anko sweets that *I* want to eat)

To be precise, it was recreating the Japanese anko I wanted to eat. Of course it failed.

I took out another sheet of paper and wrote a new title.

(Popularizing the new sweet known as anko in the kingdom)

Assume you will fail. That is the principle for organizing a confused mind and analyzing failure. By doing so, you can slightly increase the efficiency of your learning from that failure. It's not a magical method, but its effects steadily accumulate.

In my previous life, I called it the compounding effect of thought.

"Come to think of it, with the first prophecy... you said that if the monster flood prediction was wrong, you would just consider the next hypothesis," Alfina said with a nod.

I suppose my head was still on straight back then. *Not a dark chapter from my past, but a bright one.*

"Thank you. You've helped me remember."

"Whoa! Ricardo-kun?"

I grabbed Alfina's hand. The cool, smooth sensation of her fingers spread through my own hand.

"...I, I'm sorry."

"Ah, no, it's... I'm just glad to see you've gotten your motivation back, Ricardo-kun."

I hurriedly let go of her hand. Alfina pressed both of her hands to her cheeks.

"Right, then, I'll formulate a new policy based on this. You've already done the information gathering, Alfina, so we can start with deciding on a policy."

Was anko rejected because of its color, its beany flavor, or the way it was prepared? Or perhaps the cost?

To make white anko, I'd have to start with a different type of bean. Unlike modern Japan where many varieties were available, that would be difficult here. If I got rid of the anko flavor, it would be pointless. The conversation would just end with "let them eat yellow sugar."

I used my pen to turn my thoughts into sentences.

To create a sweet that is accepted in the kingdom and also fuses with anko, I will utilize senses other than taste.

I had established a new policy. To overcome a culture gap, you can't compete on taste alone. Last time, I did the exact opposite.

Once the policy was decided, the next step was the specific recipe.

"The logical idea would be to use a flour-based foundation and pair it with butter or cream, but..."

It seemed obvious, but it wasn't simple. For example, anman, or dorayaki. There was also imagawayaki. But their appearance was too plain. The texture wasn't particularly new, either.

What about a crepe? A crepe filled with whipped cream and anko. If I added some fruit, it wouldn't look bad.

*No, that won't work.* In this case, simply swapping out a filling for anko isn't enough. It wouldn't justify the price, and at worst, it would just be seen as an inferior version of a Western dessert. More importantly, it doesn't align with my policy of engaging the other senses.

Faced with my new policy, I fell deep into thought. The tip of my pen wandered across the paper. Hmm, this was difficult.

Just then, the office door opened and Mia poked her head in.

"Senior. Sherry and Rilka are here. They said they found what you asked for."

"What I asked for?"

I tilted my head, hearing two sets of pattering footsteps approaching.
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			"See? I told you so."

"I really, really wanted to believe that was just a joke, Rilka."

"Wh-what's wrong, holding your head like that?"

I called out to Sherry. This was a little awkward. I'd made her count her chickens before they hatched regarding the demand for beans.

"No, it's nothing. I thought I was finally starting to understand you a little, Vinder, but I guess I was wrong."

Rilka was looking at Alfina, who was dressed in one of our employee uniforms. No, this is a rare occasion. It's a pretty special sight... It was no use. Remembering the scene at the Belmini residence, I gave up on making excuses.

"Um, what was it again, Rilka?"

I turned to Rilka, ignoring the frozen Sherry.

"I was asked to deliver something from Plural-senpai. Here, it's cherimoya made with yellow sugar. And this..."

Rilka placed two jars in front of me.

"What are these?"

"Our company's prized cream and butter. I thought you might need them for the anko sweets. Was that too forward of me?"

"N-no. This is perfect timing, thank you."

*I'd been on the verge of giving up just a moment ago, only to be revived thanks to Alfina.*

"Um, Sherry said she was bringing something Vinder asked for."

"R-right. What are you going to do with this?"

Sherry placed three small jars before me. A complex aroma wafted from them.

"You asked before if I had any bitter herbal tea, remember? Wasn't it to go with the yokan? Oh, and don't expect much from the one on the far left. It's, how do I put it, more like medicine than a herb."

I remembered. I had mentioned something like that when I heard herbs were considered vegetables. But I'd been so absorbed in the smooth bean paste that I'd forgotten all about it.

◇◇

"This is delicious."

"Yeah, really. It's like ice cream."

We were eating the cherimoya from Plural. Thanks to the sugar, the sweetness was crisp and clean, making it feel closer to the version from my past life. The fact that it was chilled by the weather was also a bonus.

That said, honey has its own distinct flavor, so it was debatable whether this was a dramatic improvement.

"Ice cream?"

Alfina blinked. Whoops, things like ice cream don't exist here.

"No, wait, ice cream..."

I muttered the name of the dessert from another world again. That's right, the base doesn't have to be a baked good. Ice cream would have plenty of impact, and since it's cream-based, it should suit the palates here.

The method is simple, as long as I can get my hands on some ice. It's white and beautiful, and the contrast with the black anko might even appeal to their sense of aesthetics...

"No, that won't work."

I imagined spooning anko onto plain white ice cream and shook my head. At best, people would just say the ice cream is better on its own. I could try to ride the novelty of the ice cream, but that would just make the anko feel like an inferior addition.

"You should give this a proper evaluation, too."

Sherry poured a green liquid from a teapot. It was the third type, following one similar to genmaicha and another to mugicha. The one she told me not to expect much from. But I was stunned by its color and aroma. It was green tea.

"Ah, this seems like it would pair best with the sweetness of the yokan," Alfina said. At the time, the taste of the anko had just sparked an idea and I blurted it out without thinking. I'd thought it would be an even higher hurdle to clear than the anko itself.

"Well, it's not like we can create a whole new tea just for yokan, so this doesn't solve the problem. It isn't cheap, either. It's a herb that can only be harvested during a very short period in early summer, and where it's grown, they grind it into a powder to use as medicine."

Come to think of it, tea was first introduced to Japan as a medicine. Both tea and anko originally came from abroad. The Japanese refined them into the tea ceremony and wagashi.

"Refined into wagashi, but..."

"Ricardo-kun?" "What's wrong, Vinder?"

The Japanese people took things from other countries and developed them in their own unique way, refining them to a level that could only be described as Japanese-style. Yokan is a prime example of that. But the modern Japanese food culture I knew didn't stop there.

"Sherry. This tea leaf, this herb, can you get it for me in its powdered medicinal form?"

"We're a vegetable market, you know. W-well, I suppose I can manage a small amount."

"Please. There's something I need Rilka to get as well. Not just the cream..."

I asked the two of them for the ingredients for a new recipe.

Alright, time for a second shot at my Japanese-style venture. I'll show them the true power of Japanese soft power.

◇◇

I had made ice cream once in elementary school science class. It was an experiment to lower the temperature with salt and ice. I'm sure it was my teacher's extra effort that turned it into ice cream instead of just popsicles. I'm sorry to say, but I don't remember it being very delicious. It had a coarse flavor, overwhelmingly eggy. It was probably missing some vanilla extract.

However, the method is simple. I'd be in trouble if someone asked me to bake a cake, but I can handle ice cream.

The ingredients are just heavy cream, milk, sugar, and egg yolks, all mixed together. The biggest challenge was the ratio of cream to milk. After trying different combinations, I found that increasing the cream made it softer. It was probably an issue of water content.

At times like these, I'm grateful for Rilka, who can get ingredients at wholesale prices. Dealing with heavy cream and storing milk would have been a real hassle without her.

"Alright, give it a try. Be quick, it melts fast."

I placed a small scoop of the white ice cream on a dish. Rilka did as she was told, quickly putting it in her mouth and wincing at the cold. But a moment later, her expression softened.

"Wow. As the daughter of a dairy company, it's a bit humiliating not to have known a flavor like this. When you first added salt to the ice, I honestly thought you'd lost your mind."

Good, the ice cream recipe is set.

"I had them grind it as finely as you asked."

At the perfect moment, Sherry arrived with a green powder. I vaguely remembered how to make matcha from a display I saw in a Kyoto souvenir shop on a school trip. The process involved steaming the leaves and then grinding them with a stone mill. Apparently, the powder Sherry had acquired was made in a similar way.

"Alright, time to prototype the main event."

I poured milk and heavy cream into a bowl using the ratio I had just decided on. I went easy on the sugar and mixed in some black sugar as well, since it was going to be colored anyway.

"Are you really sure it's okay to put medicine in a dessert?"

Sherry looked at me dubiously.

"I'm just using a 'herb' for flavor and color. That's perfectly normal, isn't it?"

I grinned. With this, the base for my anko dessert was complete.

◇◇

"Vinder. I'm busy with the yellow sugar. I'm heading back as soon as this tasting is over," Plural said, his mind clearly elsewhere.

"I promise you won't regret it today."

As I spoke, I pulled a metal canister from the rock salt and ice. I opened the lid and served its contents onto a white plate. The green was a bit paler than I would have liked, a compromise based on the opinions of Rilka and the others. Apparently, too much of it made it smell medicinal.

"Here you go, Vinder-san."

Natalie brought over the coarse anko. I arranged it next to the ice cream, about a third of the ice cream's volume. The bright green of the matcha and the black of the anko. That alone was a bit dark, so I added a dollop of fresh cream. On top of the cream, I drizzled the molasses that was a byproduct of making the yellow sugar.

"A frozen dessert, I see. It's quite beautiful..."

Plural's eyes grew more serious. You could call it 'Matcha Ice Cream with Anko and a Dollop of Fresh Cream'. It wasn't a purely Japanese sweet like yokan. But as something to represent Japanese soft power, there was nothing more fitting.

"Well then... Hmm, huh... ngh. Th-this is!"

Plural tried, and failed, to feign composure. The moment he swallowed, he looked up to the heavens. Then, as if to warm his chilled mouth, he took a sip of tea. He pressed a hand to his forehead and leaned his arm on the table.

"This green frozen dessert... what in the world is it?"

"It's nothing particularly special. Just heavy cream, milk, and sugar frozen with ice, and flavored with a herb."

"I see. The cream and anko are connected by the bitter herb. You once unified the one-plate lunch with the aroma of yairu fruit. This is the same concept, I take it..."

The three-color combination, the cold texture, the aroma of matcha. It uses various senses to create an impact. And then, there is the miraculous combination of East and West, bridged by matcha. In other words, the goal is for people to enjoy the collaboration between ice cream and anko.

The matcha flavor itself is unfamiliar here. In addition to using a smaller amount, the matcha aroma helps to cut through the richness of the ice cream. If real vanilla or chocolate existed here, I might have lost.

"Wh-what is this amazing flavor? This is unbelievably good. The anko and cream mixed together..." "To think it would match the flavor of anko so perfectly."

Vinaldira and Natalie exclaimed in delight.

"What can I say? I'm astonished. If you had something like this, you should have brought it out from the start."

"Haha, I didn't even think of it until everyone helped out."

*And it shows another one of Japan's special traits,* I added in my mind.

They say the word 'yokan' originated from jellied mutton broth. After being introduced to Japan, it supposedly evolved into its current form to suit the Japanese aversion to eating meat. This avoidance of meat was influenced by Buddhism, but I think Japan's native views on life and death also played a role. Yokan and anko originated in China, Buddhism in India. One could say that in Japan, they became wagashi, which developed alongside the tea ceremony, whose own roots lie in Zen.

Taking things from abroad, changing them to a degree that can be called unique, and then 'refining' them further is a key characteristic of Japanese culture. Economically speaking, you could call it the same power that allowed Japan to take the world by storm with its cars and electronics.

Of course, I respect the ancient peoples of China and India who created the originals of yokan, anko, and Buddhism. But it wouldn't be a crime to take pride in the ancestors who achieved such refinement. In fact, it would feel like a crime not to. Even if they are my past life's ancestors.

Of course, the geography of being a Far Eastern island nation was a major factor. If Japan had been just a little closer to the mainland, it might have been completely absorbed by Chinese civilization.

And another power emerged at the dawn of the modern era. The fusion of Eastern and Western culture in Japan. Anpan is a famous example, but I believe matcha ice cream is the ultimate one.

It was precisely because they had already refined Eastern culture into a distinct Japanese style that they could fuse it with Western culture without being consumed by it. After all, you can't just combine two foreign things and expect them to work well together.

It's pretty interesting, isn't it? How the cultures of the East and West blended so exquisitely at the farthest eastern edge.

"What about the cost? You're even using ice."

"Regarding the ice, we might be able to lower the price a little thanks to that new carriage, but this item is mainly for promotion, to let people experience the appeal of anko. So, please work on increasing the production efficiency of yellow sugar by summer, when we'll actually start serving this. I have a few ideas for that, at least."

Honey, cream, sugar. The production efficiency for all of them can be increased with centrifugal separation. I'm thinking of standardizing the windmill mechanism we use for beekeeping and boosting its efficiency with bearings. I'm counting on Noel's hard work for that.

"Be sure to patronize our company for the cream, milk, and eggs."

"Leave the herbs and beans to me."

Rilka and Sherry promoted their family businesses.

"If this improves the reputation of anko, we might even be able to sell yokan eventually," I said to Natalie and Vinaldira. I hoped that with a gateway like ice cream, more people would be willing to bridge the cultural gap.

"Promotion, huh. If it were summer now, this would have been the perfect dessert for Her Excellency the Grand Duchess's request."

*In my old world, people ate it even in the dead of winter.* Here, it could be seen as harassment.

"That's true. It would have been the best possible promotion. Well, I'll leave that part to you."

When all is said and done, I'm still completely reliant on the knowledge of my predecessors, but I think I've at least managed to fulfill my role as an angel investor.
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			9th Story. Black, Shiny, and Sticky

			"You have had me eating something quite extraordinary."

Eufilia said, having emptied her plate of Ogura matcha ice cream.

"It is too soon to judge. Its true value will only be apparent when the weather warms."

"Cease this talk. You will make me want to fill the icehouse with ice. What am I to do if people think me a spendthrift like the Grand Duke of the East?"

"If we use that new carriage, we can lower the price a bit. I heard from the Knight Order that there is a lake near the summit of Marel that freezes over in winter."

I relayed the information I had heard. Increased transport efficiency meant that resources previously out of reach were now accessible.

"The devil's temptation, I see."

Eufilia sighed. She set down her spoon and looked at me again. It seemed a serious conversation was about to begin.

"What is your business today?"

"It is about the tea party, of course. The situation has changed somewhat, and there has been an alteration to the division of roles."

"I thought the First Princess was providing the venue, the Second Princess was helping with preparations, and the Third Princess and Alfina were to bring the sweets..."

*What was the Third Princess's name again?*

"The number of guests for the tea party has increased. And so, the discussion turned to having the two younger princesses share in the preparations as well."

It seemed the Second and Third Princesses would now be in charge of the venue's interior decor, while Alfina would handle the heating. I tilted my head. That did not sound like much of a problem.

Textiles like the tapestries used to decorate the walls were expensive and rare. It went without saying that they were custom-made. They were typically inscribed with the owner's crest, not something one could simply go out and buy.

On the other hand, no matter how expensive firewood was this year, there was a limit to its cost.

"The First Princess... as a duchess, she was likely trying to be considerate of Alfina and her small allowance. As for the Second and Third Princesses, they need only bring items from their own estates."

*So for the Third Princess, she avoids any expense, while Alfina's burden increases. What petty harassment.*

"It was Doriustia who increased the number of guests. Thanks to her, the venue has been moved to a large hall, twice the original size. At the same time, there are signs that the price of firewood is being raised. I would say the required amount will be three times as much, at double the price."

"The price of firewood, you say?"

I tilted my head. We bought firewood, but I had not noticed.

"You would not know of such things. But even firewood has its own formal grades."

"Give me a break."

In the kingdom, people in rural villages burn peat, while commoners in the Royal Capital might burn bamboo. Wood is expensive. Among them, the high-quality firewood used by nobles for official banquets, which has little scent and does not crackle like bamboo when burned, is even more expensive and scarce.

I see. If you buy it all up, the price goes up easily. And it does not earn the resentment of unrelated commoners. Even the nobility would just use regular firewood if it came down to it.

"It sounds like the supply is being manipulated, not just cornered in the market. Perhaps around Kurtheite... So, what do they stand to gain from this trivial harassment?"

"If the sweets are poor due to the cost of firewood, they will laugh. If the hall is cold because there is not enough firewood, they will complain. They intend to highlight Alfina's lack of economic power."

"I see, so that is their angle. Even princesses do not usually have much money to spend freely, after all."

There is no doubt that nobles are great holders of assets. However, unless they are of the highest ranks, they are not necessarily 'cash-rich.' The bulk of a noble's assets consists of land, agricultural products, and their people as a labor force. Though they may be attended to by a great many servants in a spacious mansion, their disposable funds are not so large.

They must think that saddling her with such a large additional expense, on top of the already costly sweets for so many guests, would be an unbearable burden. For a normal person, anyway.

"They have certainly thought it through."

*Since they can't possibly win on reputation, they decided to attack on the economic front. People do not flock to where there is no money. They want to brand her as the pauper princess.*

"You do not seem overly concerned."

"Your Grace, just buy the firewood from some friendly nobles."

"How much money do you think that would cost. I could pay for it, but I have no justification."

The Grand Duchess frowned.

"A problem that can be solved with money is a cheap one. It would be far more troublesome if they asked for people or goods. Mia, that please."

"Yes. This is the new financial forecast for this year."

Mia handed the financial statements to Eufilia. This was the other report for today. The major shareholder stared at the new forecast. Then, she sighed.

"In terms of monetary income, this is like having two whole fiefs. I suppose we need not worry about money."

In addition to the honey, our income now included the licensing fees for French toast, the usage fees for the bearing molds, and the contract fee for the yellow sugar. Next year, all of those would increase further.

"That Third Princess knows not even half of Alfina's financial power. And it goes without saying, this year's results are just a trial run."

Leaving aside total assets, when it came to disposable funds alone, Alfina probably had the upper hand on the Third Princess, who had more than double the allowance.

Of course, it was irritating to waste money on something so trivial. But the other side was also consuming its own resources to orchestrate this. Since time was on our side, an attack that could be deflected with money could be considered cheap.

In the meantime, we could work on surpassing them in total assets as well. Strategy differs depending on whether you expect to win or lose.

"I understand. Indeed, this does not seem to be a problem. However, there is one more thing. It concerns the sweets. It seems they have obtained a rare item. They used a noble who recently joined their side to acquire this. Do you know what it is?"

One of the maids placed a plate on the table. On the white plate sat a black chip. I knew what it was instantly from its characteristic aroma.

"...Where did you get this?"

I said resentfully. *Why is there cacao mass here when I looked everywhere for it and couldn't find it? What am I supposed to do if that cursed February fourteenth makes its way into this world?*

"It is from outside the kingdom, is it not. But to the south of the kingdom..."

"Oh, I am curious as to how you came to that conclusion so quickly. But you are half wrong. It seems the source is an Imperial merchant. He was seen going in and out of the Carriage Guild Master's residence."

*Why does a northern country have cacao. Come on, ecosystem, do your job.*

"So, what do you think?"

"...It will be difficult to win with anything ordinary."

I answered honestly. If they served a chocolate confection, Plural would have little chance of winning, no matter how hard they tried with the yellow sugar. But the problem was far more serious.

"More importantly. This means the Second and Third Princesses, along with the invited Imperial Princess, are all working together. The competition is irrelevant. Alfina's safety must be the top priority. Perhaps she should feign illness or use the crystal as an excuse to be absent."

"Ruiza and Claudia will, of course, be in attendance with her. We will have people from Prince Craig's faction provide security for the venue. I would also like you to send people from your Central Garden, under the pretext of helping out."

I scowled.

"The lumber negotiations are progressing well. By next spring, we should be able to transport a considerable amount to Bertold. We cannot afford to be harsh with the Empire. And as I said, we cannot cause the neutral First Princess to lose face. Furthermore, her husband, the Duke, is the greatest of the high nobility whose lands border the Royal Capital. His influence is immense."

"...And we cannot obtain this, can we?"

"It is impossible."

*Even if we could, I don't know how to make chocolate from cacao mass. It's not as simple as grinding it and adding sugar, right. There's no way we could make it in time.*

"If it were not winter, this would be more than enough. Preferably, something that warms the body would be desirable. Do you have anything in mind?"

Eufilia looked at the plate. True, if it were not this time of year, we could have competed against chocolate.

I see, perhaps that is what they are aiming for. I recall that chocolate was originally a drink. If they were to serve hot chocolate in a cold room, the impact, combined with the taste, would be tremendous.

Things were looking more and more difficult. No, wait a moment...

"I have an idea."

"Oh, you do. And what kind of confection is it?"

"First, please tell me about the state of the spaces to the left and right of the main hall. And have the First Princess, the duchess, confirm for me how much leeway we will have with the preparations."

As Eufilia leaned forward, I began rattling off the things I needed, one after another.

"Ah, that is fine, but the sweets..."

"Oh, we will cover the cost of the firewood as an advertising expense. On paper, we can just call it an advance payment for Leylia's honey."

"Senior...?"

"I-it is fine. I will have Mia properly check all the expenses."

I started making calculations like a proper merchant. Mia had already given me an earful for not even calculating the production cost for that little yokan indulgence of mine.

If that is how they want to play, I will turn the tables on them. A tea party with all the princesses in attendance is the perfect opportunity to promote anko.
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			"We can put the fire outside out now, right? It'll be a problem if we don't stop the smoke soon," Dalgan said, wiping sweat from his brow as he pushed a cart loaded with several boxes.

"Right. Considering the number of tables, this should be plenty. What do you think, Roston-senpai?"

"—The other room is ready too. We should quiet things down soon. Still, to leave me out of things only to press me into service for this..."

"Haha, you were out of the Royal Capital until recently, weren't you, senpai? I'll make it up to you."

Roston waved and headed for the hallway. I opened the door a crack, and a chilly breeze touched my face.

The adjacent room was furnished with two magnificent fireplaces. Near one of them stood the duchess, who was also the First Princess, and Alfina. The two princesses were apparently entertaining the Imperial Princess. I wondered what on earth they were talking about.

Clau stood by Alfina's side. A little farther away, Rilka and Sherry stood stock-still. When they noticed I had opened the door, they shot me reproachful looks.

*This is a tea party for ladies only. We have no choice but to stick to the background.*

Through the window, I could see carriages arriving one after another.

◇◇

The tea party began. First, the three host princesses offered words of welcome in order of age, each time earning a great round of applause from the assembled young ladies. I think I recognized many of the girls from the academy.

Finally, Lisabet stood up. She smiled gently as she took in everyone's gaze. It was the kind of scene that would make me think I'd been dragged into a torture chamber.

Her greeting was standard, expressing her gratitude for the welcome. Once the formalities were over, the maids waiting by the walls began to move among the tables, pouring amber tea into the cups. The attendees took a sip, their faces relaxing slightly.

On the tables were light snacks, made of vegetables, cheese, and meat placed on a base of thinly sliced scones.

The participants nibbled on them while praising the duchess and the Second Princess for the preparations. Then, Doriustia and Alfina rose to their feet.

*Here we go. I can tell Rilka and Sherry are nervous. Natalie and Vinaldira in the kitchen must be even more so. Well, Plural is with them, so I'm sure they'll be fine.*

Just as I thought it was about time, a young lady in a gorgeous red dress stood up.

"Alfina... Your Highness. I feel it is a touch too cool in here."

It was Hilda. The young ladies around her nodded demurely at the words of the Grand Duke's daughter. I suppose they belong to the Second Prince's faction or Princess Doriustia's entourage. Well, we did keep the heat just low enough that someone could make that complaint.

"My, it is certainly a bit chilly, but it cannot be helped that they struggled with such sudden preparations, is it?"

"Indeed. I hear the cost of heating has been quite high this year. However, this is a special welcome party. And since we are to be classmates, it is only proper to do one's utmost. My deepest apologies, Princess Lisabet."

The Second Princess and Doriustia feigned support to belittle Alfina. It was framed as an older sister apologizing for her younger sister's failure, but their intent was obvious. I scanned the faces in the room. Just under half of the young ladies were covering their mouths, their faces twisted in faint smirks. A third of them lowered their heads, looking troubled. The rest looked at Alfina with sympathy.

*It’s interesting to see this ratio, considering most of the guests were invited by those self-styled ‘true’ princesses. There are more people sympathetic to Alfina, or at least neutral, than I expected. No wonder they're getting impatient. In any case, Hilda did a fantastic job for us.*

"I see. In that case, shall we, Lady Alfina?"

Alfina nodded at Ruitsa's words. I threw the door wide open, and the warm, heavy air from my room flowed into the venue.

Simultaneously, the door to the opposite room opened. A pincer attack of warm air and humidity. Then, the central door opened, and Dalgan wheeled in a cart stacked with square boxes. With the help of the maids, they began placing the boxes under the tables.

◇◇

This morning, we had arrived at the ducal residence quite early.

Dalgan-senpai burned peat in the garden to heat a large quantity of stones. These were the contents for the boxes placed under the tables, our makeshift kotatsu.

At the same time, I brought a large amount of bamboo firewood into the room next to the venue and burned it furiously. I also placed a pot of water over the fireplace to raise the humidity.

Stones are slow to heat, but once warm, they retain a great deal of thermal energy. Thus, the rooms on either side of the venue had become large reservoirs of heat. In fact, I'd been enduring the stifling temperature myself.

Even the main venue had been warmed, just enough to feel slightly insufficient. We were, of course, burning expensive firewood to do it.

We did it on purpose, to make our opponents think things were going their way. Thanks to Hilda, the setup worked even better than expected.

◇◇

"My, how wonderfully warm it is now."

The temperature in the room rose at once, and smiles blossomed on the attendees' faces.

"To think you had prepared all this. It is just as I would expect of Princess Alfina."

"Truly. It feels as if we can feel the warmth of Princess Alfina's own heart."

*Such textbook praise. Are those the same girls who lowered their heads when Doriustia was speaking earlier? What a pain.*

Doriustia's face soured as if she had bitten into a bitter bug. The target of her glare, Hilda, flinched and ducked her head. Poor girl.

"W-well then, allow us to present our desserts of welcome!" Doriustia declared, somehow managing to recover her composure. Of course she would be confident in her own offering.

Two large trays were carried into the room.

"My, what a divine aroma."

The cover was first removed from Doriustia's dessert. In the center sat a thick cup, flanked by long, thin baked sweets, with colorful fruits arranged above and below. The maids who brought it began drawing patterns on top of the cups with white cream. Latte art, huh? Not bad.

*...So I guess I’m the only fool serving a jet-black confection.*

"My, how beautiful. Princess Doriustia, what is this wonderful, unheard-of sweet?" Hilda desperately sang her praises.

"Yes, it is made from a very rare nut. It was quite a struggle to obtain, you know," Doriustia said, nodding in satisfaction before looking at Alfina.

"Alfina, is yours the usual French toast? It is certainly tasty for something made with such ordinary ingredients, but…"

*Well, I did bring in ingredients to create that very misunderstanding. Just don't say it out loud.*

"No, I too have brought a slightly new confection. I believe it is just as good as French toast," Alfina said with her usual gentle smile. No, I wish you'd say it's *better* than French toast. At a signal from Ruitsa, the cover was removed from our dessert. Immediately, gasps of surprise filled the air.

"My, a frozen dessert in winter!"

Surprised voices echoed as the room began to buzz. All eyes, as if looking at something unsettling, focused on the tray.

The tray was filled with ice, upon which the plates rested.

"Now everyone, please enjoy it while it is warm," Doriustia urged. Is she trying to have them eat the chocolate first, using its impact to overshadow the next dish? How convenient for me.

"I have never tasted such a rich sweetness!" "What a deep aroma. It is my first time, yet I find it wonderfully captivating."

Unreserved praise rose from the room. I knew that would happen if you fed people chocolate for the first time. Regardless of how she obtained it, it was a superb offering.

"What do you think, Princess Lisabet?" Doriustia puffed out her chest proudly, asking the Imperial Princess with an air of complete confidence.

"Y-yes, it is very wonderful," Lisabet replied with a slightly stiff smile. Her reaction was a little strange. Well, I suppose it isn't new to her.

*Oh well. It's our turn next.*
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			"Well then, please enjoy the confections I have prepared."

Alfina spoke just as the round of praise for the hot chocolate died down. At a signal from Rilka and Sherry, the maids began carrying plates from the trays of ice.

The young ladies watched the cold dessert with heated gazes. Their earlier reluctance was gone.

For a little while now, several of them had been pressing handkerchiefs to their foreheads, and a noticeable number of attendees were handing their stoles and lap blankets to the maids by the wall. The room had warmed up after they had drunk the hot tea. The hot chocolate on top of that was the final touch.

Prompted by the expectant gazes of the entire room, Princess Lisabet took a bite of the ice cream and covered her mouth. As if on cue, the other attendees picked up their spoons one after another.

"Oh, what an incredible texture and sweetness."

"The aroma is unusual, but the flavor is so refreshing."

"And the black jam on top. Its sweetness is simply wonderful."

Cheers went up for Alfina's confection. Some might have been mistaken into thinking the theme was to coordinate with the color black. If they thought that, it was perfect.

"What kind of sweet is this? The texture, the aroma, it's all so wonderful. And paired with this black jam on top. I've never tasted anything like any of this before."

A young lady in a blue dress asked the question.

"Y, yes. The frozen confection is made from cream and milk, solidified with ice."

"The green color comes from an herb. As for the black jam, you may be able to tell by looking, but it is made from beans simmered in sugar. We used a special sugar to bring out its sweetness in particular."

"My, so this is a bean jam."

"I can't believe it. But it pairs so wonderfully with the herb's aroma."

"A special sugar, you say. Indeed, this sweetness is magnificent."

"To think, using beans in a confection. Is she trying to mock Princess Lisabet? Such a thing is..."

Having tasted Alfina's dessert, Doriustia's face twisted in shock. Her shoulders trembled as she stopped her complaint short.

"What do you think, Princess Lisabet?" Alfina asked.

"Yes. This is the first time I have ever tasted such a wonderful confection. In my mother's homeland, we eat beans quite often. I am truly surprised to learn such a delicious flavor was hidden within them. Princess Doriustia's dessert was also splendid. I am a fortunate person indeed to receive such a warm welcome."

That was what Princess Lisabet said. She was being diplomatic by calling it a draw, but the difference in their reactions was obvious. Hilda's face grew flustered.

*Still, they eat a lot of beans, she said. Does she just mean the common folk? Or perhaps the beans over there are special. I should look into it a little. I wonder where in the Empire the princess's homeland is.*

*Well, whatever the case, it seems to have gone well.*

"Vinder. You should probably check."

Rilka came over to where I was observing near the door. She handed me a cup and a long, thin baked sweet.

"Ah, yeah. Thanks."

Rilka's lip print was on the cup. I rotated it to the exact opposite side. Then, I dipped the tip of the baked sweet into the hot chocolate to taste it.

"It's good. But something's a little off."

"No way. For a second there, I thought we'd lost," Rilka said, surprised by my assessment.

No, it was definitely chocolate. There was no mistaking the nostalgic taste. It had a strong aroma, and the cacao content was likely higher than the one hundred yen chocolate bars from my past life.

But the flavor was somehow disjointed. For me, who knew its perfected form, it felt a little lacking. The fact that they dumped in a large amount of unrefined sugar, still rich with molasses, was likely one cause.

Well, even so, the yokan wouldn't have stood a chance. The best the Ogura matcha ice cream could do was not look inferior by comparison. After all, chocolate is a flavor universally loved by all. We had only managed to counter it with a cheat of a dessert like Ogura matcha ice cream. Or at least, that's how it should have been.

"And to think, warming the room before serving a frozen dessert. What a luxury."

One of the young ladies, entranced by the ice cream melting on her tongue, made the comment. She had apparently realized that even the room's temperature was part of the presentation.

Doriustia and Hilda looked startled. Had they realized they had misjudged Alfina's wealth? The young ladies who had covered their mouths to hide their smirks when Alfina was being criticized for the room's temperature just moments before now wore expressions of confusion and anxiety.

This was a luxury that even royalty and nobility could not afford. A luxury anyone could have in my past life, though. There was also the reverse version, blasting the air conditioning in the summer to eat hot pot. Not that we could do that here.

While some guests were breathing on their chocolate to cool it down, it seemed the majority were savoring the ice cream, leaving their cups aside.

There were bound to be people who disliked matcha or anko. But by serving it as ice cream and controlling the room temperature, we had helped them overcome that. Anything more than that would likely come down to personal preference.

"I was hesitant when I heard it was bean jam, but it has such a gentle, deep flavor," one of them said.

The combination of matcha and anko is a classic for a reason. Once people get past the culture gap, it's bound to resonate with them.

The party was a huge success. No one complained about the chocolate or the Ogura matcha ice cream. The duchess, our host, was also beaming. This was likely the best possible outcome for her. From the beginning, for an occasion where the kingdom's princesses gathered to entertain an imperial princess, there was never going to be a winner.

We had thwarted their plans and successfully promoted anko. All in all, I could call it a satisfactory result. For the time being, I breathed a sigh of relief.

"Princess Lisabet, between my confection and Alfina's, which did you find more to your liking?"

But then, a dumbfounding remark flew from Doriustia's lips. I could have sworn the warm air in the room grew cold. *Surely she isn't trying to give the chocolate an advantage. No way.*

All eyes focused on Princess Lisabet. The tension in the room heightened.

"Let's see. Both Doriustia and Alfina did their utmost for Princess Lisabet. Both items were exquisite in taste and novelty, it's hard to say which was better. As their elder sister, I am truly delighted by both of my younger sisters' efforts."

At the words of the duchess, the event's host, the tension in the room broke. After confirming this, the king's eldest daughter turned a soft smile toward Alfina.

"I was especially surprised by Alfina's idea of raising the room's temperature to allow us to enjoy a frozen dessert in winter. She worked so hard on the preparations since early this morning."

"Oh, no. Elder Sister."

"Doriustia."

Glared at by her older sister, Doriustia faltered. Hilda, who was beside her, hurriedly whispered something in her ear. The third princess looked around the room in a fluster, then clenched her fists tightly and cast her gaze downward. It seemed she had finally realized what she had just said.

◇◇

"What a wonderful tea party." "As expected of the princesses." "This is something I can brag to everyone about." "Indeed, especially that frozen dessert." "That's right, and the black sauce on top was so unusual." "Well, I was most surprised that it was made from beans. I wonder where I can get some."

I could hear the conversations of the young ladies as they departed, their excitement yet to fade. For most of them, it was likely just a rare sauce served on ice cream. But there were a few who had taken an interest in the anko itself.

It wasn't that I was trying to dye the kingdom's food culture in Japanese style. This was a monopolized business, all I needed was to carve out a niche where anko could exist.

Some of the ladies were asking Sherry about the anko. Perhaps it was time to start selling yokan little by little. We couldn't sell the ice cream, but we could sell the yokan.

"Ricardo-kun."

"Alfina-sama."

Alfina, having finished her conversation with the duchess, came over to me.

"Thank you. Thanks to you, Princess Lisabet was very pleased."

"I think the objective of this event has shifted."

*If anything, it felt more like a battle against a coalition of princesses, which included the imperial one. It's a good thing the first princess is so sensible.*

In a corner of the hall, Hilda was hunched over in front of Doriustia. It looked like she was being scolded. The poor girl, she had probably just done the job she was told to do.

Still, the imperial princess's reaction when asked about the chocolate was a bit strange. Her response was likely subdued because it was something she was used to eating. She must have known the chocolate was coming since it was part of their plan, so is she just a bad actress?

She certainly had me running in circles before, but then again, any normal person could do that to me.

No, wait. On the other hand, it could be an act to ingratiate herself with Alfina. She'll be transferring to the academy soon, so I can't let my guard down.

And besides, I'm curious about the origin of the cacao and the princess's homeland.

I looked at Luitza, who was apparently supposed to be my liaison with Alfina. It would be great if I could get some information out of the Third Princess's entourage, especially after they were so shaken up by today's tea party.
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			A hint of the chill had left the air in the classroom. I observed the cluster of people at the center of the room. At its heart was Lisabet. The exchange student, who greeted the people of the kingdom with a refined and gentle smile, seemed to be quite popular.

"Hey, Sherry. That yokan with the herbs mixed in from the other day. Do you have any more?"

"That was just something Natalie and I made as a trial..."

Rilka, who was in front of me, was talking to Sherry about anko. As word of that tea party spread, orders for the yokan started coming in through the Plural Company from nobles who wanted to at least taste the "bean jam."

They had been given samples, and between that and the price, the orders were only a fraction of what they could have been. Still, Natalie, who was now making yokan in parallel with the yellow sugar, was incredibly busy.

"...Wait a minute, Rilka. Weren't you on the anti-yokan side? Why do you want to eat something as niche as matcha yokan?"

"Oh, be quiet. Once you get used to it, the flavor really grows on you. And it uses beans and herbs from Sherry's family. It's, it's not like I've been won over to your tastes or anything."

Setting aside her hopelessly tangled denial, is that really appropriate for the daughter of a dairy merchant? You should stay faithful to ice cream.

"Speaking of which, are you all right with the bean supply?" I asked Sherry. This was the Anko Project, once deemed a failure. The Belmini Company must have had a hard time being jerked around like that.

"............It's an ultra-luxury product, so we can handle that amount," Sherry said. For some reason, Rilka covered her mouth.

"That's right. Even if Vinder's yokan had failed, you didn't cancel the plans to procure the beans, did you?"

"W-Well, I believed in the potential of yokan from the very beginning."

"My, what is this 'yokan'? Could it be related to the bean jam from the tea party the other day?"

"P-Princess Lisabet."

A calm, elegant voice cut in. I turned around in a flurry to see the much talked about exchange student smiling at us.

"Come to think of it, I am so grateful for your hospitality at the tea party. Ricardo-dono, you were there as well, were you not? I saw you walking with Lady Alfina the other day."

Lisabet smiled, looking at the three of us.

"I also heard a rumor that the merchant association called Central Garden is one of Princess Alfina's purveyors. Is it true that the merchant at its center was, until just recently, part of a small company?"

Lisabet said this while looking directly at me. I broke out in a cold sweat. *I'm being investigated.* It's something she could find out by looking into it, but why would an imperial princess be interested in a mere merchant?

Which secret is she after? The carriage? The pollen? Or the tree rings?

"I heard from Princess Doriustia that you are also on close terms with Prince Craig. I also heard that you accompanied him on the dragon subjugation."

*They're looking into me. They're looking into me. It's probably about the dragon... no, maybe the crystal...*

"The dragon was subjugated purely through the valor of Prince Craig. I was merely cowering in the back."

"That may be so, but a battle with a high-level monster is a terribly difficult thing. To assist in a subjugation without any fighting ability of your own, is that not a commendable act in itself?"

Lisabet was praising me with an unnatural enthusiasm. *It's not like I wanted to go... No, that's not it. This is it. How should I respond?* As I froze up, unable to react to an opponent I had so little information on, Lisabet shifted her gaze to Rilka and Sherry.

"Those wonderful sweets I had at the tea party. Were they products of your two companies?"

"Y-Yes. Though we only provided the ingredients."

"...We just happened to handle beans and herbs," the two of them answered, glancing over at me from time to time. And just like that, the princess's gaze was back on me.

"Hahaha, I take it you've grown fond of anko, Princess Lisabet? I was under the impression you preferred chocolate."

I seized the moment to throw a probing question her way. *Though, a 'probing question' sounds a bit bland. A 'feeler pitch' probably wouldn't make sense here. A 'probing arrow,' perhaps? Sounds a bit dangerous.*

"Yes, it is a very rare item even in the Empire. I was surprised to be able to enjoy it here in the kingdom," Lisabet stated plainly. Did that mean she had no intention of hiding it?

"In what sort of place does it grow? I hear many monsters are subjugated in the Empire. Could it perhaps be in the Red Forest, haha..."

I wasn't thinking of the cacao, but of the monster materials for that carriage as I set my next hook.

"............Unfortunately, it comes from a territory on the opposite side of the Empire from my homeland. Therefore, I know very little of the details myself. I do apologize."

"No, not at all. Please forgive my impertinent question."

Lisabet's expression clouded over. *Now, I wonder what part of that struck a nerve.*

"Uh, um, Sherry. About the yokan, why don't you have Princess Lisabet try some?" Rilka suggested, trying to smooth over the awkwardness. Sherry nodded emphatically.

"Oh, that bean sweet? I would be very interested in that."

Lisabet began talking about sweets with Rilka and Sherry. To an outsider, it would look like nothing more than a conversation between girls.

I thanked them both silently. *Come to think of it, I'm treading on some pretty thin ice. Forgetting about self-preservation... that's not like me.*

"I have been hoping to thank Princess Alfina again myself. But she has been so busy with her official duties that I have not had the opportunity. Ricardo-dono, would you be so kind as to give her my best regards?"

After finishing her conversation with Rilka and the others, Lisabet gave a bright smile. Damn it, how am I supposed to interpret that?

"Y-Yes. If I have the chance to see her, I certainly will."

*Alfina is at the cathedral again today. The crystal's reaction is still as ambiguous as ever, though I hear the pattern has changed recently. Of course, there's no way I'd know a state secret like that. That's just self-preservation.*

But just then, the classroom door opened.

"Ricardo-kun."

Alfina entered, calling my name. Claudia and Luiza were with her.

She walked straight toward me, but stopped dead in her tracks when she noticed Lisabet.

Lisabet gave a nod to Alfina and began to thank her for the tea party. Alfina responded in kind. They exchanged polite social pleasantries, their conversation appearing nothing but friendly to any onlooker.

Luiza beckoned me into the hallway. After a short wait, the classroom door opened, and Alfina came out with Claudia.

We moved to a corner in the hallway, where Claudia and Luiza stood guard on either side. *Right. This is a conversation that can't be overheard.*

"So, what's happened?" I asked the grim-faced Alfina. *Seeing as she came straight from the cathedral, this can only be about the prophecy.*

"The crystal... it suddenly began to glow. Bertold... Bertold is in danger."

Alfina looked at me, her face pale as she spoke. *A prophecy, just as I thought. No, wait, this is different from before. What does it mean that the location is so specific?*
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			We had moved to the Director's office. Alfina's prophecy was that Bertold was in danger. If we were to discuss a prophecy, this was the most suitable place in the entire academy. It was his personal hobby room, a sanctuary off-limits even to the academy head. After all, most of the kingdom's secrets were kept here.

Fortunately, Fulsy was in his room, so the conditions for a strategy meeting were met.

"So, Alfina-sama. What exactly is this new prophecy?"

"Y-yes, Bertold's walls have collapsed, and the city is in utter chaos..."

"This is an emergency. We must respond at once. We must also contact my aunt, who has returned to Bertold."

Even Luisea, who was usually quite calm, was flustered. It was understandable, considering her own territory was near Bertold.

*I'm worried too. After all, Bertold has become what you could call the center of Vinder's business.*

But what bothered me was how different this was from her previous prophecies. The first prophecy was about Leylia Village. The second was about Kurtheite. In both cases, we had to struggle to figure out the location from the images in the crystal.

This time, however, Alfina was certain it was Bertold. That raised two concerns.

The first was the possibility that Alfina's own subjectivity had influenced the primary information, the prophetic image itself. Alfina had been to Bertold twice. It was highly likely she recognized it at a glance, but if she was wrong, even by a small chance, the consequences would be irreversible. The first rule with primary information is to eliminate subjectivity.

"Please calm down. First, try to describe the image from the prophecy as it was, without adding your own interpretations."

I took out a piece of paper and a pen.

"Riccardo. Are you saying the princess is wrong?"

"Alfina-sama has visited Bertold twice, you know. Vinder-kun, you accompanied her both times."

Clau and Luisea chimed in.

"It's alright. The primary information, the prophecy itself, is something only I can see. I was the one who needed to stay calm."

Alfina took a small, deep breath. As her modest chest rose and fell, her expression became a little calmer. It seemed she understood my intention.

"First, the image was of a large city. The walls were crumbling, and I could see a Bertold flag crushed beneath the fallen stones. Beyond that, I saw a collapsed tower. And, the workshop's... no, even further beyond the tower, black smoke was rising into the sky."

Alfina spoke with a sorrowful expression. I recognized the tower as well. It was Bertold's great cathedral. More than anything, the flag was the definitive clue. And that workshop had a major source of fire. Moreover, a blacksmith's fire, once lit, is not easily extinguished.

"So the image was from near Bertold's east gate."

Alfina nodded. There was likely no mistake. We would proceed assuming the disaster would strike Bertold. In that case, the most likely source of calamity was to the west...

"And the disaster is coming from the east."

"From the east, you say!"

Fulsy cried out in surprise at Alfina's words. I was surprised too. I had thought the most likely source was from the west, a disaster from the Rubel Wald, just like the first prophecy.

"Do you know when it will happen?" I asked, suppressing my own agitation.

"I believe it will be during the spring. There were pink flowers blooming in the fields outside the city walls. Those are spring flowers, aren't they?"

*Ah, those flowers. Their color is like Japanese cherry blossoms, but they're wildflowers, not from trees. They bloom in early spring and wither before the rainy season that marks the border with summer.*

It was now the end of winter, which meant we had two months at most.

"Senpai..."

Mia looked at me anxiously. If the damage was severe enough to destroy Bertold, it was highly likely that calamity would also reach Leylia Village. The damage to the Vinder Company would be immense.

The Grand Duchess Bertold was a major shareholder. Our expanding beekeeping operations were centered around Bertold. If the workshop was destroyed and industrial development stagnated, the restructuring of relations between the artisan and merchant guilds, and the revitalization of the kingdom's entire commercial activity, would also be delayed. *It's a classic case of putting too many eggs in one basket. I've been negligent with my risk hedging.*

Looking beyond Bertold, the Second Prince Faction would surely seize this opportunity to try and make a comeback.

Furthermore, Bertold was the cornerstone of the kingdom's west, at a time when we couldn't let our guard down with the Empire. If Bertold were to fall, it could trigger an unforeseen crisis.

"You're right, we need to deal with this as quickly as possible."

*This is really bad. It's like a perfectly aimed strike at our most vulnerable point.*

"First, the walls. How were they collapsing?"

For a city wall to collapse is no small matter. An earthquake, or war. No, a dragon attack was also a possibility. I just hoped it wasn't something like meteors being summoned from the sky.

"Yes, in the clearest image near the east gate, it was collapsing from the outside in. But, in other fragmented images I saw, there were places where it looked like it was collapsing in the opposite direction..."

"So the wall wasn't just breached in one place."

What did that mean? From the outside in clearly meant an external attack. From the inside out suggested an earthquake. Or perhaps a rebellion?

"That's right, the way the wall was collapsing looked a little unnatural."

"Unnatural?"

"I'm not sure how to describe it, but it looked like a hole that had been carved out in a perfect circle, like an arch. And there were marks on the ground, like something had been dragged."

"In that case, it's not an earthquake..."

Dragged marks. A siege weapon? Something like a battering ram made of bundled logs to break through the gate. But wait, if it were a human attack, wouldn't they target the gate itself?

There was a possibility that a giant monster had destroyed it. After all, this was a world where dragons sometimes appeared. If so, there would have to be a magic vein powerful enough to sustain such a beast.

The previous prophecies had almost become man-made disasters, but they weren't in the end. The first thing to consider was still the possibility of a monster related to a fluctuation in a magic vein.

"Let's organize what we know about the magic veins."

"Hmm, yes. First, there are no signs of a monster flood this year."

Even though she said it was coming from the east, that was a key point we had to confirm.

"Is there any chance of a dragon suddenly appearing, like in Kurtheite?" Clau asked.

Frankly, I was done with dragons, but could we deal with one using pollen? No, the next dragon might be even larger. It would have to be, to punch a massive hole in a city wall.

"That seems unlikely. At that time, we had the heart of a magic vein at Tuvil Mountain's summit. This time, we don't have that," Fulsy said, negating the possibility as my trauma flared up.

"What about the western magic vein we investigated before?"

The western magic vein had been the source of the noise at the Western Observatory. Or rather, it was more like a thin miasma welling up from the ground. From Bertold's perspective, it was to the east. If that were to activate and become a foothold for a giant flying monster, it would create the same situation as in Kurtheite.

"If anything, it's calming down. It has dropped to the very limits of what we can measure. I would judge that there are no signs of disaster related to the magic veins. What do you think?"

At Fulsy's words, everyone's gaze turned to me.

"I can't say anything for certain at this point. However, based on the pattern of past prophecies, I don't think we should discard the idea that a magic vein is the prime suspect. In other words, there's a possibility that a massive source of magical power sufficient to cause a disaster exists somewhere."

I said. A massive magic vein, currently hidden, could suddenly appear within the next two months. If that were the case, we couldn't predict it in advance. The best we could do was detect any signs of it as quickly as possible when they appeared.

"I think we need to continue detailed observations, including of the western magic vein."

Fulsy and Noel nodded in agreement with my words.

"However, we cannot ignore the other possibility," Luisea said, her tone reserved but her expression grim. I knew exactly what she wanted to say.

"Alfina-sama, how many people know about this prophecy right now?" I asked. To put it bluntly, this prophecy was a ticking bomb.

To the east lay the Royal Capital, and Kurtheite. It was a relief that the direction made an imperial invasion less likely, but the Imperial Princess was currently studying abroad in the capital.

The worst-case scenario would be the beleaguered Second Prince Faction joining forces with the Empire, leading to a civil war between east and west.

"I informed the chancellor immediately. The duke said he would keep it quiet for a while and instructed me not to leak it to anyone."

"That's good." "He had no other choice."

Luisea and I nodded at each other.

"What do you mean?" Clau tilted her head.

"It means that Kurtheite will complain."

"This is a national crisis. What is there to complain about? Weren't they the ones saved by the last prophecy?"

It was the opposite. In the last prophecy, we only identified Kurtheite at the last minute. In reality, we couldn't prevent the dragon's attack. This time, however, we knew the location of the disaster in Bertold from the very beginning. They could easily think that Alfina was manipulating the release of prophecies to benefit her own faction.

Prophecies could become a force that moves politics. Even if that weren't the case, if Bertold were in crisis, they would undoubtedly use it to try and regain their influence. The later the news reached Kurtheite, the better.

"I'm so glad we managed to get the chancellor back to a neutral stance," I said, looking at Alfina. I shuddered to think what would have happened if he had sided with them.

"Let's leave the matter of the Second Prince Faction and Kurtheite to the Grand Duchess and Prince Craig. However..."

"We'll have to be careful regarding the Imperial Princess, Lisabet-dono, on our end," Luisea said.

Considering the timing of her study abroad, I couldn't believe she was uninvolved. Was she directly connected to the disaster? Or was she planning to take advantage of it? She was just another variable to deal with when we had no time to spare.

"In any case, as soon as the detailed data arrives from the Western Observatory, let's do that calculation."

"Ah, the creation of the magic vein map."

Fulsy, Noel, and Mia nodded at my words. We had no time, which was precisely why we couldn't cut corners on information gathering.

It had to be somewhere. The seed of the disaster.
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			"This room is more ordinary than I thought."

"…Yes, I suppose so."

It was about the size of the director's office before its expansion, with brown walls. While none of the individual items were crude, the furnishings seemed minimal. Having braced myself for the private quarters of an Imperial Princess, I felt a little underwhelmed. It was nothing like Alfina's room, which I had entered to visit her when she collapsed. The difference was even more striking considering that was probably the minimum standard for our kingdom's royalty.

*Then again, maybe this isn't her real private room. No, I'm probably overthinking it.*

For Princess Lisabet, this was just temporary lodging for half a year. Besides, this place had only recently been designated as the Imperial Residence. I heard it was more like a trading house before that. The entryway and corridors we passed through on the way here weren't particularly luxurious either.

"You two need to calm down."

Rilka said to me as I glanced around restlessly. Of the three commoners who had been invited, she was the only one who remained composed. Her unflappable nature was reassuring at times like this.

"I know. This is enemy territory, so to speak."

"...But Rilka was the one who recommended the Yokan to Princess Lisabet. Unlike you, Vinder-kun, I'm just a normal person. A true commoner."

"I'm not a fake. And if you want to talk about it, you're much more of a high-class lady, Sherry."

That's right. We had been summoned, no, invited to the Imperial Residence under the pretext of being thanked for the Yokan.

"...I get the feeling your business is already starting to surpass ours in scale."

"You're getting sidetracked, Sherry," Rilka said to her friend. Just then, the door opened.

"Thank you for waiting."

Princess Lisabet entered, carrying a tray herself, accompanied by two women dressed like ladies-in-waiting. Her purple hair was tied and draped forward. She wore a slightly loose-fitting blouse and skirt, giving a much more casual impression than her academy uniform.

*This 'let me show you my everyday self' approach, that's a classic move, isn't it? Even knowing that, when a beautiful girl does it, it still gets to you a little. Such is the sad nature of men.*

"It is a humble offering in return for the Yokan, but it's a sweet from my homeland."

Princess Lisabet placed a plate in front of each of us. One of the ladies-in-waiting poured tea into our cups. The other stood empty-handed, watching us with an unreadable expression. A bodyguard, perhaps. After all, we were just commoners from another country.

Citrus fruits were arranged on a brown pastry, drizzled with syrup. As she said, it had a rustic feel. Though, Yokan has an even plainer appearance. Come to think of it, Yokan is a sweet from my homeland, too, in a sense. *...That's something they must never find out.*

I cautiously picked up the pastry. It had a slightly firm texture and a simple, coarse grain on the tongue.

"Huh, this sweetness is..."

The sweet syrup on top wasn't honey. Was it maple syrup on a galette? That would make sense, since the Empire is said to be mountainous. It was far more plausible than chocolate suddenly appearing.

"I thought you might be accustomed to honey," Princess Lisabet said to me with a mischievous smile.

On the contrary, a chill ran down my spine. *Be careful. I'm not supposed to know this is boiled tree sap.*

An invitation just days after the prophecy. The timing was too perfect. I had to avoid giving away any unnecessary information. In fact, I needed to be the one extracting it. Should I ask something like, "Are the Imperial forces planning to visit Bertold anytime soon?" That's just too absurd.

The next problem was determining how rare that carriage was to the Empire. If I were to ask about military secrets, I wouldn't leave this place alive.

"The moist sweetness pairs well with the pastry."

"I, I think it's a wonderful sweetness," said Rilka and Sherry.

I wanted the tree that produced this syrup more than the syrup itself.

"I was truly surprised by the iced cream dessert at the tea party. It was a confection that seemed to symbolize the wealth of the Kingdom. I had heard that Alfina-sama spends much of her time in the cathedral, so I worry that we may have imposed on her. Princess Doriustia was saying something similar as well."

*Ah, I see. So that's her way of being a sore loser. Flaunting Alfina's financial power to the Empire would do us no good, so she actually did us a favor.*

"And I was also surprised by the Yokan. It's a sweet with such a gentle sweetness and texture, and it's rare even in the Kingdom, isn't it? I thought about ordering some, but I was shocked when I asked the Plural Company for the price."

The princess made a slightly playful face. I think it's pointless for a princess to try a commoner-appeal. In fact, in the Kingdom, trying something like that might actually damage one's reputation. Is the sensibility different in the Empire?

Still, she has good taste for appreciating Yokan. The Empire is associated with the color black, after all. Maybe they don't have an aversion to the color. No, is this really the time to be taking social niceties at face value?

I'm not so naive that I'd let my guard down just because she complimented a sweet from my homeland, my past life. I was warned repeatedly not to do anything rash, by Alfina at the academy yesterday, by Mia at home, and even by Plural and Vinaldira when I passed them in the academy hallway before coming here.

Dalgan even made a risky joke, "Don't go declaring war on the Empire or anything." It didn't seem to go over well with Rilka and Sherry.

"Y, yes, over here too, beans are grown in areas near the mountains that aren't suitable for wheat..."

Prompted by Princess Lisabet, Sherry was talking about the ingredients for Yokan. As expected, when it comes to business, she can handle herself properly. Princess Lisabet, playing the role of the host, was devoted to listening.

"My, so something like that happened at the academy festival..."

"Yes, and it all started when Vinder gathered us together..."

Rilka, being asked, went on to talk about the establishment of Central Garden at the Shoken Festival. If they think it's just a student game, that's convenient for us, so I suppose it's fine.

No, the Shoken Festival was also where that dark-haired prince tried to approach Alfina. There might be some intention behind this.

"It is a pleasure to hear of your exploits, Ricardo-dono. It is all the more impressive because I had heard that the Kingdom of Crownheite was a very stable country."

At some point, the conversation had turned to me. Princess Lisabet smiled at me, who had been silent.

"That's right, he's always starting something unusual out of the blue, and we just get dragged along. Right, Sherry?"

"Y, yes, that's right. When we were making the Yokan, he kept coming up with one outlandish idea after another."

There was real feeling in Sherry's words.

"Does that mean that confection was your idea, Ricardo-dono?"

"I was blessed with good connections," I answered instantly, looking at Rilka and Sherry. It's nice not having to lie.

"My. Listening to you two, it certainly seems you place a great deal of trust in him. And Princess Alfina-dono also appeared to rely on Vinder-dono. Perhaps one might call you the trusted aide of Princess Alfina, who has averted countless national crises with her power of prophecy."

"Not at all. I am merely one of the many citizens who has been saved by Alfina-sama."

The conversation was taking a dangerous turn. So her target really is Alfina's prophecy.

"By the way, what kind of place is your homeland, Princess Lisabet-denka?" I changed the subject. I wasn't about to let her be the only one extracting information.

"It's actually quite close to the Royal Capital. Let's see, if this is the River of Hope..."

Princess Lisabet drew a line on the table with her finger.

"The River of Hope?"

"Yes, that is what we call the river between our nations in the Empire. So, if the side I am on is the Empire, my homeland is..."

She was talking about the de facto national border, but Princess Lisabet showed no sign of tension. The spot her finger rested on was north of the Royal Capital, near the middle of the great river.

"Huh? It's there?" I said without thinking.

It was near the Blood Mountains. Close to the very place I thought would be the perfect location for an international trading city. My reaction made not only the princess, but also Rilka and Sherry, stare at me blankly.

"Is it near the Demon Mountains?" I said, trying to cover my slip.

Even if it was next door, it's monster territory, so it's not like a princess would necessarily have information.

Besides, I could hardly say I wanted the land adjacent to her homeland. Dalgan's joke could become a reality.

"...Yes. We have had attacks from vicious dragons, like the one that was previously defeated in the Kingdom. The people of my homeland live in fear of the demonic beasts."

Princess Lisabet's face clouded over. My feet were stepped on from both sides. Damn it. To an outsider, it must look like I intentionally brought up a sensitive subject. I should have let Rilka or Sherry ask indirectly.

"That is why I think it is wonderful that you contributed to the dragon subjugation, Vinder-dono."

Her expression brightened as she spoke to me.

"Not at all. The credit for the dragon subjugation belongs to the valor of Prince Craig-denka."

Princess Lisabet fell silent for a moment at my words. She had a troubled look on her face.

"Vinder-dono. I have a request for you."

"...What could someone like me do for you?" I asked with the utmost caution.

"It is about the Knight Commander, Prince Craig-denka. I hear that you are on friendly terms with him. I was hoping you could tell him that I wish to meet him."

*I see. So all that flattery was because she's interested in a rich, handsome acquaintance of mine. Right, right, this is much easier to understand. I've seen this play out in my past life, too.*

That was only half a joke, though. Her real targets were still Craig and the dragon subjugation.

"...He has apparently been declining, saying he is too busy."

It seemed Craig was indeed turning her down. The one broadly in charge of the princess's affairs was Doriustia, who belonged to the Second Prince's faction. She probably wouldn't put much effort into it. Princess Lisabet was looking at me as if grasping at straws.

"I am terribly sorry, but arranging a meeting between a Princess and a Prince is a task far beyond the abilities of someone like myself."

I'll have to tell Craig that a princess is after him when I see him. It would be a problem if she found out about the pollen.

"I'm sorry. You came here so I could thank you, and instead I made an unreasonable request."

"I am sorry I could not be of service."

"By the way, I heard the confection called French Toast that is so popular in the capital is also..."

Princess Lisabet looked genuinely apologetic, then quickly changed the subject.

"Lisabet-sama. Isn't it about time?"

As the pleasantries continued, the lady-in-waiting who had been standing back, likely the bodyguard, spoke up. The other attendant, who had been about to pour more tea, froze. Princess Lisabet looked at us with regret.

"What a shame. I wanted to hear more of your stories."

"N, no, we are deeply honored that a busy princess such as yourself would grant us so much of your time."

Honestly, I wanted to ask a bit more about the Demon Mountains, but it wasn't like she would reveal anything crucial. For now, I'll have Jacob and the others investigate using the keyword "the Third Princess's homeland." In that sense, I suppose this was a fruitful visit.

"This is belated, but I look forward to seeing you at the academy," Princess Lisabet said, personally seeing us to the entrance.

◇◇

"...She seemed like a kind person, didn't she?"

"Yeah..."

Sherry said reflectively as we left the residence.

I couldn't help but agree. However, whether a person is kind has nothing to do with whether they are an ally or an enemy. You could say it's the difference between a kind wolf and a cruel wolf. For the rabbit, the commoner, who gets eaten, it makes no difference. The fact that it's a wolf is the most important trait. Everything else is just a minor detail.

Moreover, she was a person capable of an act so convincing I couldn't possibly see it as one.

"There was a tense moment back there, but you were pretty well-behaved for you, Vinder. Unlike Sherry, who went and promised to go to Plural-senpai's shop with her."

"...Rilka. You'll come with me, right?"

Sherry clung to Rilka with a desperate look on her face. How careless. She should learn from me, whose self-preservation skills have been improving lately.
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			On the top floor of the Imperial Residence, the most spacious room served as the Envoy Head's office. Before Biral, the Imperial Envoy Head, who sat at a large, unrefined, black lacquered desk, stood a man and a woman.

"So, you're saying the merchants the Imperial Princess invited have no real power?" Biral muttered bitterly.

"Yes. I have confirmed it myself," Maybelle replied to her superior with a respectful demeanor. Though she was dressed as a maid to match her gestures, her gaze was cold. "However, those invited were all affiliated with companies that have recently been gaining power within the Food Guild. It seems certain they have connections to the Oracle Princess and her backer, the Grand Duchess of the West."

"Hmm. Come to think of it, a merchant's son named Vinder was sticking close to Craig..."

"He appears to be under the umbrella of the Kenwell Company, the guild master. Kenwell also participated in the race with the same improved carriage as Craig. The commotion at the Forum also seemed to have been managed by merchants belonging to the Food Guild. Given that the Food Guild is beginning to align with the Third Prince's faction, I believe caution is warranted," said the man in the black robe standing next to Maybelle.

"Indeed, Princess Lisabet-sama was paying close attention to the commercial cooperation among the merchants," Maybelle added.

"Considering the 'future,' we must get the Food Guild under our control... But in the end, they are mere commoners, lacking the aptitude to handle magic. There is no need to play the Imperial Princess card. Tell her to prioritize getting close to Craig and the Oracle Princess directly. She is an Imperial Princess, after all. That title will be useful in the kingdom. Yes..."

A smile played on Biral's lips.

"Have her use her charms or whatever else she must on Craig. The secret of the dragon subjugation must be important to the Imperial Princess as well."

"As you wish." Maybelle bowed respectfully and left the room.

The robed man who remained behind spoke up.

"Putting the merchants aside, what shall be done about the Grand Duchess of the West, who is expanding her influence by manipulating them from behind the scenes? Considering the future, her growing power could become a problem. We have already taken steps, but our 'allies' are also growing impatient."

At the black robed man's words, Biral's face soured as if he had bitten into a bitter bug.

"Is the Grand Duke of the East clamoring again? True, our efforts to win over those who fell from grace during the rebellion twenty years ago have begun to stall. And after we went to the trouble of lending them an Imperial carriage, those incompetents. I even supplied them with Cacao-rus fruit for some foolishness they called a tea party."

"My apologies. The Knight Order nearly inspected the carriage."

"They must have been seen by a craftsman passing by. Are you sure it's alright?"

"The craftsmen of this country are nothing more than underlings to the merchants. Furthermore, a craftsman from the kingdom, with its poor quality materials, could never understand that design. He just tilted his head in confusion. Besides..."

"You're right. It's no great loss if they only saw the undercarriage. The kingdom's new carriages being made in Bertold are far more important. Let's just be satisfied that we achieved our primary objective regarding that matter."

"Indeed, Bertold will eventually... Shall we leak the information to the Grand Duke of the East soon?"

"Don't. There's still the matter of the Oracle Princess's prophecy. It will only be a hindrance if they make a scene. It's just as difficult to deal with fools when they get carried away."

At Biral's contemptuous words, his subordinate's lips twisted into a smirk.

"Indeed. It seems those people believe they are always living in spring."

"Exactly. There are no guarantees for the future. You never know when circumstances will change. We must settle this by the end of summer at the latest."

Biral's expression suddenly hardened, and the robed man's face turned serious once more.

"That is why failure is not an option. We have a firm grasp of the kingdom's strength, but there are too many unknown factors concerning the power of the prophetic crystal and Craig's knight order. Your investigation into their training at Marel revealed no secrets, did it?"

"No. The training was rigorous, but I cannot believe it would be enough to defeat an adult dragon. The theory that the dragon was unable to exert its full power due to a weak magic vein is more persuasive."

"I wish that were the case. But both the Prince and I saw the stone on the Greedy Dragon's forehead. Given its size, I cannot believe it was that weakened. There must be a secret. Depending on what that secret is, it could pose a major obstacle to our future plans."

"Certainly. ...Your Excellency, a communication," the robed man said, directing his superior's attention to something behind him. Behind Biral's chair, a small crystal began to glow with an eerie light.

"In any case, Craig is the top priority."

"Yes, understood."

As Biral nodded, the robed man quickly exited the room. The Imperial Envoy Head hurried back to his desk. He transcribed the string of symbols appearing on the crystal. He finished the task, one where no mistakes could be made, as quickly as possible. The amount of magic required by this magical device increased exponentially with distance. A massive amount of magic crystals must be being consumed in the Imperial Capital right now.

Putting down the pen, Biral unlocked a double locked drawer. He took out a black lacquered box from within. Rolling up his sleeve, he exposed his arm. As the pattern carved into his arm glowed, the box's lid opened. The string of symbols he had just written was placed inside.

Taking out a similar piece of paper with symbols already inside, Biral tossed it into the fireplace. He picked up the fire poker and meticulously crushed the charred paper.

"To be dealing with such a languid nation, these precautions feel somewhat excessive."

Biral gazed northward with a distant look in his eyes. The snow in the Imperial Capital was likely still deep. He shifted his eyes to look below the window and bit his lip. The kingdom was already showing signs of spring.
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			The former Second Knight Order headquarters, located near the royal palace, now served as the headquarters for the Anti-Monster Knight Order. Its magnificent gates were a world away from the Third Knight Order's garrison, which looked more like a field encampment.

As I was led into the spacious central conference room, I felt a little out of place.

*Am I being glared at?*

The young, unfamiliar knight who had guided us to the conference room was giving me a sharp look.

"That must be the new aide, hired from the former Second Knight Order," Claudia whispered in my ear.

*I see, so this is part of the personnel integration to unite the new knight order.* As I was thinking this, the glare somehow intensified.

"If I recall, he's Clau's childhood friend," Alfina whispered to me.

*Ah, now that I think about it, Claudia was like this at first, too.* As if he had read my mind, the knight approached with a look that said he could not hold back any longer. *What on earth did I do wrong?*

"Why is a mere commoner merchant sitting so naturally between Her Highness the Princess and Claudia?"

"...You're right. My apologies."

It was a perfectly valid point, so I apologized without thinking.

"Hyde. The seating arrangement was by Her Highness's orders."

The one who spoke was Count Adele, Claudia's father. *Weren't you glaring at me just as hatefully a moment ago?*

"But, Sub-Commander..."

"It's infuriating, but it is a fact that this man has made a significant contribution to the knight order. As infuriating as it is, he is also my benefactor."

Adele said to the persistent Hyde. The knight order's transport carriages were being replaced one after another with the improved models. The two craftsmen in Bertold were screaming with joy. Although, mixed in were genuine screams about how painful it was to be pressed for deadlines by the Count.

Regarding the pollen, experiments had shown that its effects lasted as long as it was kept dry. I intended to move on to the next phase of preparations against the dragons. That would involve pharmacokinetic tests of the pollen's components, so I would have to rely on Fulsy.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

The door at the back of the room opened, and Craig appeared with two knights. Everyone stood and bowed their heads.

"The following is an analysis of the consequences of the disaster derived from Princess Alfina's prophecy."

"The first thing we should examine is, as expected, the movement of the magic veins."

The prophecy of Bertold's Collapse, an inauspicious prediction we were already aware of, was explained. The Chancellor's information control would be lifted at the same time, meaning the Grand Duke of Kurtheite would also learn of it. It seemed this was as long as they could delay it.

From here on, a very unreasonable competition would begin, a race to see how far forward we could get before being shot in the back. A monster at the front gate, an enemy faction at the back gate, so to speak. It was an ordinary, common thing in the world, but a pain nonetheless.

"Is this the current state of the Red Forest and the magic veins in the western part of the kingdom?"

"Yes, it is a map created using the results from aiming the antenna... the measuring device, toward the west, as well as the measurements taken during the previous carriage race."

The prince looked at the map submitted by Noel and Mia. Mia and Noel had finished normalizing the data and performing a statistical analysis. There were no signs of a monster flood in the Red Forest, and it was reconfirmed that the faint magic veins spreading across the western kingdom, that is, east of Bertold, were calming down.

"In other words, there are no abnormalities in the magic veins for now, and we have a system in place to detect any potential issues immediately. Ricardo's proposal has paid off," Craig said to me.

"Given that large-scale fluctuations in the magic veins are occurring, it's only natural to create a system to learn about them in real-time. ...But in reality, the credit goes to Director Fulsy and Noel, the court magician's apprentice. Hahaha..."

Hyde's face twisted in surprise, so I said this in a hurry. I could not stand the misunderstanding that I was the one managing the early warning system.

"In that case, we have no choice but to consider other possibilities," Count Adele said bitterly. The disaster would come from the east. With castle walls destroyed with clear intent and a city trampled, an attack by humans, the most dangerous animal to other humans besides monsters, could not be ruled out.

"There's no possibility of the Empire taking a roundabout route to attack from the east, is there?"

"No, considering the marching routes, it's unthinkable. If the Empire were to take such a reckless path, they would be exposing the greatest weakness of their supply lines directly to the Royal Capital. Even if they had a large number of those carriages, that would not change."

"Hmm, the disaster will occur in two months at the latest. If the Empire were to make a move, we would surely know."

Craig nodded at Adele's words.

"What about you, Ricardo? You could probably devise some outlandish way to bring down Bertold, couldn't you?"

"I am a complete amateur when it comes to military operations."

"Oh? The same Ricardo who lectured me that the efficiency of the transport corps is the most crucial aspect of the knight order's activities, and then sold me improved carriages, is an amateur?"

"Merchants are experts in logistics, after all."

As usual, this prince was bad for my heart in all sorts of ways.

"R-Ricardo-kun is a merchant, so he should stay in a safe place. Having him contribute as a merchant is surely the best way to prevent the disaster."

"Oh? Is that a prophecy?"

"No. But I understand Ricardo-kun better than you do, Your Highness Craig."

Alfina glared at Craig. Craig looked back at his sister-in-law with a relaxed expression. *I appreciate the sentiment, but please don't create an atmosphere that feels like a crisis splitting the Third Prince's faction.*

"Well then, that leaves us with no choice but to consider Kurtheite," Craig said. Apparently, he had tried to lighten the mood with a joke before moving on to an unpleasant topic. *A skill I don't possess. And people who lack such skills often end up being the butt of the joke.*

"No matter how much some may try to pit you, Commander, against the Second Prince, I find that scenario highly unlikely."

"You're right. No matter how much my brother has been cornered thanks to Ricardo."

Craig said, rendering Hyde's consideration moot. His gaze was fixed on the Royal Capital on the map. *Yes, it's hard to imagine. The Royal Capital lies between Kurtheite and Bertold.*

"Even from the perspective of His Majesty or the Chancellor, it's unthinkable they would permit the Royal Capital to attack Bertold," Craig said. The Royal Capital and Kurtheite teaming up to crush Bertold. In this case, it seems we did not need to consider the worst-case scenario of an imperial decree for a punitive expedition. However, the Royal Capital had another matter for concern.

"However, if we are to be wary of the Second Prince's faction, we cannot rule out a connection with the Empire. After all, an Imperial Princess is in the Royal Capital."

"Considering the timing, it would be too naive to think it's unrelated. Ricardo, you're her classmate, are you not? I heard you were invited to the Imperial Residence."

"Her Highness the Imperial Princess's real target is you, Prince. It seems she wants to hear the heroic tale of your dragon subjugation," I retorted.

"That's right. Your Highness Craig should be the one to deal with Princess Lisabet. Ricardo-kun is too dangerous," Alfina said for some reason.

"Oh? Why is Ricardo dangerous? As fellow academy students, it would be perfectly natural, would it not?" the prince asked back, amused.

"Um, well, that's because Ricardo-kun is..."

After saying that much, Alfina tilted her head.

"That's right. Ricardo-kun has a lot of information that would be valuable to the Empire. So, letting him get close to Princess Lisabet is very dangerous," Alfina said.

"Well, that's true. If I were the Empire, I'd make him a top-priority target. If Ricardo were to side with the Empire, I'd have to seriously start thinking about what to do after we lose."

*What a terrifying joke. If my allegiance determines the winner, then the idea of eliminating such an uncertain element might come up, wouldn't it?*

"Commander, even if you are teasing Her Highness the Princess, that joke goes too far."

Hyde admonished the commander. He looked around as if seeking agreement. *Why isn't anyone nodding at his perfectly reasonable words?*

"Well, be that as it may. In the end, this means we cannot identify the disaster with the information we currently have."

"That seems to be the case. There are no factors anywhere that could destroy Bertold's walls in multiple locations."

The room fell silent with an air of stalemate.

I looked down at the map Fulsy and the others had created. A monster flood from the west was at least three years away, and the magic veins in the west were unquestionably calming down. Overall, the amount of miasma was decreasing by a statistically significant amount.

But looking closer, there was a faint pattern in the magic vein region. There were several striped areas where the levels were higher than the surroundings. Could something be happening here? However, even in these higher areas, the levels were slightly lower than what we measured during the race. No significant difference, just a tendency, but at the very least, they were not increasing.

"No, that's not it. It's the opposite."

There are several places where it is decreasing. In terms of "change" within the faint magic vein region east of Bertold, the clearest pattern is one of decrease.

When something is about to happen, it is natural to look for directly connected factors. But if you cannot find any, you should focus on the change itself. In economics case studies, there are examples where a company's groundbreaking new product led to its own bankruptcy. Conversely, there are countless examples of a corporate scandal becoming the catalyst for a company's great leap forward.

My old mentor used to say he could not understand managers who rejoice at a rival company's misfortune. A twist in causality is rare, but when it does happen, the impact is immense.

"Mia. Noel. The numbers here, can you look at them with a smaller mesh... in more detail?"

"Why? That's a place where the magic vein activity is decreasing."

Noel tilted her head as she looked at the spot I pointed to. But seeing Mia silently begin her calculations, Noel followed suit.

"In the several spots that are decreasing, they are decreasing consistently. At first, I thought it was an artifact of the measurement limits, but there is a clear pattern."

Four... no, five of them. There was what could be called a series of magic vein cold spots, lined up north to south. The prince and the other members of the knight order looked puzzled.

"What are you talking about? If the magic is decreasing, then there's no problem, is there?" Hyde said.

"That is true, but the arrangement of the decreasing spots is too regular."

Between Bertold and the Royal Capital. A wave-like pattern had appeared there, almost like an interference pattern from a quantum mechanics experiment. This meant there were circular spots where the magic was decreasing.

"Then, what do you claim is going to happen?"

"I don't know. As I said, it's possible it only looks like a regular decrease due to the limits of our measurements. I think the only way to be sure is to verify it with my own eyes."

I pointed to the cold spot closest to the Royal Capital.

"Is it time for 'that' to make an appearance? You'll be coming along as well, I assume."

Fulsy, who had been looking bored, suddenly looked up.

"It seems I have to go to Bertold anyway, so it's in the same direction," I said. I had to make an evacuation plan that included Euphillia and the workshop.

"Alright. We'll leave the investigation to the Sage and Ricardo. As a precaution, we will prepare to move out at any time. Right, you go along as their escort, Hyde."

"...Understood."

Craig just had to say that. Hyde glared at me as he bowed to the prince.

"Alfina, I want you to subtly approach the Imperial Princess and get a feel for whether she knows anything about the prophecy. It shouldn't be too dangerous at the academy. If you use a meeting with me as bait, she won't do anything rash."

"Understood."

Alfina, who had been pleading with her eyes to come with me, reluctantly nodded.

Come to think of it, Sherry had promised to go eat French toast with Lisabet. Security would be easy to arrange at Plural's shop, and besides, Sherry and Rilka would surely feel more secure with Alfina there.
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			"So you're saying it's not perfect when it comes to things that are still moving."

"That's right. It's one thing if we're dealing with the massive magical energy of a dragon or a clear target like a bare magic crystal, but it struggles if something as small as a lesser monster is on the move."

"But even a 'lesser monster' is a serious threat to an ordinary person..."

Inside the swaying carriage, Fulsy and I were discussing the radar's performance. Noel's efforts had improved its stability, but there were still many issues to resolve.

"You really come up with some wild plans, thinking you can just send civilians into the Red Forest to gather resources," Noel commented.

"Well, that's only if we can make it work. I just thought that since the carrying capacity of the carriages has increased, if we could just detect approaching monsters with the radar, it might be possible."

"In any case, you'd still need a mage who can operate the radar, wouldn't you?"

"That's the sticking point."

*I need to investigate the mechanics of magic circuits a bit more. Even if it's magical energy that flows through them, a circuit is still a circuit. I should be able to understand it to some extent with the knowledge I have.*

*Even if I figure that out, civilians probably have too little magical energy to use it anyway. It would be better if it didn't rely so much on an individual's aptitude. I wonder how the Empire manages it.*

"Future plans aside, the measurement results so far have been just as you predicted," Fulsy said, looking at the antenna pointed toward the ground. We were about a fifth of the way from the Royal Capital to Bertold. It had taken us two days because we couldn't use the main road and needed to measure the ground's magical energy in detail.

The surrounding area was dotted with shrubs and bamboo groves. There were no villages nearby.

"This area seems to be the epicenter of the magic vein's decline," Noel noted, watching the steadily decreasing magical energy readings. We had determined that the drop wasn't an illusion caused by our measurement limits. It formed a distinct, bowl shaped circle.

"It's all well and good that your theory was correct, but how does this connect to the disaster? The magic vein is thin to begin with, and at this level, it's no different from ordinary ground. There's no way a monster could exist here."

"Right, that's why. Something is consuming the magical energy..."

Just as I was about to explain one possibility to Fulsy, a man's face appeared in the carriage window. It seemed to be time for a regular report. It was Hyde, who was escorting us on horseback with four other knights. Whatever his personal feelings toward me, he was loyal to his duties.

"Sage-sama. I had my men scout the surrounding area. We found no signs of danger."

He was loyal to his duties, but he didn't forget to give me a look that said this was all a pointless exercise. And indeed, with the early spring sky, the grasslands just beginning to show their green, and the surrounding shrubs, the scenery was peaceful.

"Hold on there, Knight-san. Saying there's 'nothing' might not be quite right," said Jacob, who was also on horseback. Dangling from his hand was the corpse of a small animal, torn in half.

We stopped the carriage to look at Jacob's find. It was the mutilated remains of a large rat.

"It was probably eaten by a fox," Hyde said, dismissing Jacob's words.

"What's your opinion, Jacob?"

"The knight's view has some merit. But a magic wolf, the main force in a monster flood, would have swallowed a big rat like this in one bite. Besides, a knight of your caliber should have sensed if a monster like that was approaching."

"That is true."

"As long as it isn't running, it should show up on my radar as well," Fulsy added.

"I see..."

The data said there was no danger, so I would trust that. In the first place, the whole premise of our investigation was to survey a place where the magic vein was declining. There was no way something dangerous would be here.

"However, the cross section of this half eaten corpse is a little strange. There are no teeth marks."

The torn surface looked as if it was starting to rot. Perhaps it had been nibbled by insects after being left here.

"Also, near where I found this, there was some kind of white powder on the shrubs."

White powder. I wondered what it could be.

"Sir and Baron-sama, please refrain from entering this side," Remi said, sectioning off the right side of the carriage. She and Noel then occupied the less cluttered half. I had no intention of doing so anyway, so Fulsy and I settled down to sleep in the cramped remaining space. *If we're going to be on a long term observation trip, I really need to think about making this more livable.*

◇◇

...ka...ka...kan kan...kan, kan, kan!

"...Wh, what is that!"

I was jolted awake by the sound of a bell. Remi was already outside. I scrambled to peek out of the carriage.

"Wha, what is this!?"

I was stunned by the sight, so completely different from how it had been at dusk. More than twenty glowing red things were writhing all around us. Even as I watched, they were slowly, creepily drawing closer. The eerie red lights in the dark of night created a synchronized pattern of blinking.

Besides the ones crawling on the ground, others were hanging from the branches of the shrubs. All of them were moving toward our carriage.

"Anyone who can't fight, stay inside. You'll just be in the way," Hyde yelled at me. He wasn't on his horse, but he was fully armed and held a faintly glowing sword. Compared to the one Prince Craig had during the dragon subjugation, its light was quite faint.

"A, are you going to be okay? We're surrounded by so many."

I asked the composed Hyde. He gave me a smirk, so full of contempt it was visible even in the dim light.

"Of course. The likes of a Mucus is no enemy."

The young elite of the Anti-Monster Knight Order declared. *I wish he wouldn't say things that sound like he's tempting fate.*

But Hyde's actions backed up his words. He advanced on one of the approaching creatures and swung his sword. The faintly glowing tip of his blade drew an arc in the night's darkness, and the red thing, unable to dodge, was split in two. With a splat, it spread out on the ground in a glowing red stain that quickly lost its light.

Following their captain's lead, the remaining knights moved toward the other lights. Jacob and Remi were also menacing the red lights with torches. *So they're afraid of fire. How unsettling.* In the meantime, the knights crushed the red lights one by one. In no time at all, the ominous swarm of crimson light that had surrounded us was annihilated.

◇◇

The next morning. I was shown the results of the knight order's work in front of the carriage. It was a pile of dead, gelatinous creatures.

"Such tiny magic crystals. These are practically useless," Noel said, looking at the small stones that had been extracted. If they had magic crystals, then last night's event was indeed a monster attack.

Looking closely, I could see mole-like holes in the ground. Had they been hiding underground during the day? White powder clung to the area around the holes. It was probably the dried mucus that had covered the monsters' bodies.

So it was these monsters that ate the rat.

"Director. What exactly is a Mucus?" I asked, prodding a corpse that had barely kept its shape, probably from being bludgeoned with a blunt weapon. Even knowing it was harmless, the jiggly mass, about the size of a large bundle, was disgusting.

"You could call it the weakest of all monsters. During the day, it seems to spread out underground and absorb magical energy, and at night it attacks small animals. Judging by these tiny magic crystals, it appears it can survive even on a weak magic vein. That number last night may have been drawn to our magical energy," Fulsy explained.

So basically, a slime. It seems they're the weakest in this world, too. The scene last night was terrifying, but in reality, that entire swarm was wiped out in an instant.

However, there were two major problems. This was the border between the kingdom's central and western regions. Normally, no matter how weak, there shouldn't be any monsters here.

"As I said last night, they're insignificant monsters. Even you could probably manage to run away from them," Hyde said to me after giving Fulsy a bow.

"But they're still monsters, right?"

"Yes. The very fact that monsters exist in a place like this is a major problem. I must report to the commander at once. ...We'll also have to investigate the other spots you mentioned. The Mucus may be one thing, but there's a possibility of more powerful monsters."

Exactly. Major problem number one was the potential for higher-tier monsters. If something like a magic wolf were to appear, the surrounding villages wouldn't stand a chance. If a merchant caravan on the road were attacked, they likely wouldn't be able to escape even a single one.

"Where did they come from, these slimes... I mean, Mucus?"

Monsters are living creatures. They shouldn't just spontaneously generate.

"The most likely explanation is that their eggs hatched in response to the magic vein," Fulsy suggested.

I see. If that's the case, it's possible they could survive for a long time or travel great distances. The activation of the magic vein we observed during the race could have awakened long-dormant spores. On a bacterial level, that was entirely plausible. Still, it felt a bit strange given their size last night. Then again, there's no rule that says the eggs have to be small.

"Balto and Cayless, return to the Royal Capital at once and report to the commander. Lyle and Barret, conduct a further investigation of the surrounding area," Hyde commanded. I had no complaints about his orders. Last night, his judgment and skill against the monsters had been sound. As expected of someone from the Second Knight Order, which has dealt with monster floods.

The appearance of monsters so close to the Royal Capital was a situation that could shake the entire nation. Even if they were weak, they had to be exterminated as quickly as possible. Especially with the prophecy of that disaster hanging over us.
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			"So, there are two likely points. A weak magic vein has appeared between Bertold and the Royal Capital, and the miasma from that vein caused the eggs to hatch."

"Which means the next question is where those eggs came from."

Fulsy's words affirmed my premise. I nodded and continued the discussion.

"There are a few possibilities, but one is that they were already there."

"That would mean they've been dormant for several hundred years."

*It's possible for them to survive for a long time in a dormant state. I remember news from Japan about a lotus seed over a thousand years old sprouting. Seeds, if not eggs, can endure long periods of starvation and drought. But this situation is unprecedented since the kingdom’s founding. The idea that a vast number of spores were just sleeping in the soil feels off.*

"Another possibility is that the spores are actually flying in constantly, but we never noticed because they couldn't hatch without a magic vein."

It's like a plant sprouting from a crack in the asphalt. Seeds are always blowing in from a distant meadow, but most of them just get scorched on the asphalt surface. When the asphalt is perfectly intact, no one even notices the seeds. It's only when a crack forms and exposes the ground that you realize seeds had been coming all along.

Even dragons came flying in. It wouldn't be strange for seeds to fly through the air. On a bacterial level, it happens all the time.

"That seems unlikely as well. If that were the case, we would have seen Mucus appear at Tuvil Mountain, for instance. Or it wouldn't be strange for it to happen near the Red Forests to the east and west."

"I see..."

I fell into deep thought.

"I get that you're anxious, but shouldn't you just leave the monsters to the Knight Order? Besides, if that thing is really dangerous, the Royal Capital is in more trouble than Bertold."

"You're right about that."

The Knight Order has already decided to head out for subjugation. By the time we get back to the capital, they'll have gathered more information. Just as Noel said, it's not even certain if this is related to the disaster in the prophecy.

"If you keep making that gloomy face, you'll depress me too. I'm opening a window."

Noel opened the carriage window. Having been stuck in the same position thinking, I stretched my neck and stuck my head out the window, seeking fresh air. The surrounding area was a flat grassland. We were on the main road, so we would arrive in Bertold by tomorrow.

We were heading to Bertold for the honey and the workshop anyway. There were other things I needed to think about.

*Wait, what's that?*

"Remi, stop the carriage," I said to our driver on the box seat, having spotted several figures in the grassland. Three men were driving something like a plow into the ground.

"Aren't they just digging for peat? It's not that unusual."

"Isn't it a bit far for that?"

We should have been quite a distance from the nearest village. Peat is heavy with water. It felt odd that they would come all the way out here to dig for it. With my mind on how carriage improvements could open up access to previously unreachable resources, this caught my attention.

"Y, y, yes. We're digging for peat. Um, have we done something against the law..."

The man, who said he was from the nearest village, was clearly on edge. Our carriage had not a shred of luxury on its exterior. But we had a single knight as a guard. And Fulsy and Noel were both dressed quite respectably to any normal person.

"No, that's not it. This spot is quite far from your village, isn't it? I was just thinking you could find plenty of peat much closer."

"Oh, ah, I see. Actually, the peat here is dry and easy to use."

"Is that so..."

I reached out and touched the black soil that had just been dug up. It was indeed somewhat crumbly.

"Yes, we only started coming out to dig here about a year ago."

If the water content is lower, it's certainly lighter and requires less effort to dry. But why did the peat dry out? Did the groundwater level drop? And if so, what was the cause?

I looked at the black hole dug into the ground. Peat is soft and makes for weak ground. *Surely the disaster isn't something like land subsidence, right?*

◇◇

"Wow... it's gotten kinda lively, hasn't it..."

"You're right, the number of carriages has clearly increased."

As soon as we passed through Bertold's gate, we could see how much the city had changed. Noel and I both spoke in low voices as we took in the bustling streets.

"My, it's gotten quite crowded," Fulsy agreed.

I know it's a good thing. But some people just have a reflexive aversion to crowds.

"It's true. Merchants who never visited before are starting to come now. It's become difficult to find an inn. This summer, we'll have to transport honey from the nearby farming villages, which has the chairman quite stressed."

As we headed toward the workshop, we saw a building that was just a frame. A new inn, perhaps.

"Hey, hey, you need to put more angle on that. It's different from before..."

Entering the workshop, I heard Dolph's voice. He seemed to be teaching a young craftsman how to install the leaf springs.

In the back, Bowgan stood silently watching an apprentice working frantically at the furnace. It seemed the expansion of their workforce was going smoothly.

"Hey, it's the young master of Vinder."

Dolph noticed me. Bowgan stood up as well. Five men, all except the one at the furnace, gathered before me. The new faces were whispering things like, "That's him," and, "So young." I wonder what kind of stories they've been told about me.

"Ah, no, don't mind me. You all must be busy." I said, looking at the carriages lined up in the workshop. The number of workers had tripled, but it was clear they were still short-handed. And this was just for "repairs."

"That we are. We're completely swamped. We've got another man coming next month, though. Then we'll be able to train the new kids from scratch," Dolph said. He didn't seem displeased by the situation.

"H-how is the mold holding up?" Noel asked Bowgan timidly.

"We've been using it heavily, but it's unbelievably durable. It doesn't need any maintenance yet. So, our production efficiency for bearings is up. We can delegate the finishing work now."

So the installation is the bottleneck at the moment. But once Dolph gets that part running smoothly, the bearing production might not be able to keep up. After all, we only have one mold.

"Bowgan-san, how are you managing the furnace fires?"

Dealing with the prophecy takes top priority over expansion. Of course, I have to assume the worst. I have to think about how to avoid a fatal blow even if Bertold collapses. After that, I can think about how to prevent the collapse in the first place.

"Fire management is fundamental for a blacksmith. I've been strict with the newcomers, but..."

"What about in an unusual situation? Like if a dragon suddenly attacked, for example."

When I said that, one of the new faces flinched. I see, he must be from Kurtheite. I felt bad for triggering a trauma, but I would have to make use of that experience.

"Please talk with him and draw up an evacuation plan for emergencies. However, your priorities are this. People come first, always. The mold comes after that."

The people we've trained are our greatest asset. The mold can be remade.

◇◇

"Have you seen the state of the city? It is quite something, is it not?"

In the grand ducal residence, which could have passed for a castle, Euphillia spoke with a look of satisfaction, fanning herself with a feathered fan.

"It seems things are going well," I replied, forcing a cheerful tone.

The cathedral tower was right next to the residence. If that tower fell, this place wouldn't escape unscathed. I wished the Grand Duchess could flee, but I knew that wasn't an option for her.

"With the increase of workers at the workshop and the completion of the first phase of improvements for the Knight Order's carriages, merchants have begun to flock here. It seems the number of craftsmen who handle carriage decoration and the like has also grown."

The finance official behind her nodded in agreement.

"Our own knight order is also proceeding with replacing its carriages," the butler added.

Right, I had seen a rugged-looking carriage with the Bertold crest at the workshop. Considering what was to come, the more transport capacity we had, the better.

But the good news ended there.

"It seems good fortune attracts trouble."

When I told her about the Mucus outbreak I'd seen on my way here, Euphillia's expression soured.

"Between the Monster Flood in the west and the dragon attack, there have been too many strange occurrences in recent years. As you say, there must be some large scale change behind it all."

"We are increasing our vigilance so that we are prepared for whatever may happen," the butler confirmed with a nod.

"Speaking of which, our bid to purchase timber from the Empire was a success, partly thanks to that tea party. It has already crossed the river and is on its way. What was the quantity again?"

"Yes, my lady."

Euphillia changed the subject as if to clear the air. The finance official showed me what looked like a contract.

"This much? The director will be overjoyed. Do we know where it was felled?"

I was astonished by the amount. It was more than enough to build two or three more workshops, let alone an inn. I had heard the Empire was eager to sell timber, but we were competing with places like Kurtheite. And the Empire was supposed to be leaning toward their side. Surely it wasn't because of the Ogura Matcha Ice Cream. Still, this would give me a large number of samples.

"That will depend on our skill."

"Please try to find out as much as you can. For instance, you could say that since the climate and soil are different from the Empire's, you're concerned about how the wood might warp."

"I will see what I can do. Yes, if I subtly mention the influx of people to Bertold and the expansion of our farmlands, they will likely see us as a good customer, will they not?"

"From a merchant's perspective, yes."

In reality, they'd probably just think, *here we go again with the noble's boasting*. I'll have to do some research on the temperament of Imperial merchants myself.

"...Speaking of expanding villages, there was something I wanted to ask. Before I arrived..."

I told her about the villagers I had seen digging for peat.

"The rise in firewood prices in the capital has affected us here as well. It seems consumption in Bertold was higher than usual this past winter," the butler explained.

"Furthermore, the farmland in that area has been expanding for several years now."

"I see."

So increased use of groundwater for agriculture caused the water table to drop. I should probably keep the possibility of Bertold collapsing due to land subsidence in mind.

"It seems the population is also expanding in the north, near the great river. Those who can no longer make a living there might be drawn to Bertold's reputation," Euphillia said, pointing to a spot on the map. I noticed a strange blank area there. Being near the great river, it should have been suitable for agriculture.

"Speaking of which, what's the situation with the trade hub with the Empire?"

"The center of it is here, in Kavir. Although it is in the west, it is under the King's direct control, so my power does not extend there directly."

Euphillia pointed to a square city mark on the map, a little distance from the great river.

"It seems to be far from the river..."

"A relic of the old days. Back when we fought the Empire, the basic strategy was to draw them away from the river before striking. Bertold itself served as a rear base. Of course, for a young woman like myself, this is all just hearsay."

"The Empire's horses were larger than the Kingdom's, which apparently put us at a disadvantage in battles between knight orders. Each of their soldiers was also a formidable foe, hardened by battles with monsters. The Kingdom absorbed their momentum with its castle walls in various regions and countered with superior numbers. This is from when I was a child, however."

I see, a limited scorched earth strategy. So even fifty years ago, the Empire was superior in individual combat prowess.

"But in the last fifty years, villages and such have expanded. If we were invaded now, I wonder how well we could respond. I am particularly concerned about that Imperial carriage you saw."

"As long as it's operated on flat ground, I don't think our improved carriages would lose, but..."

In the end, it all depends on how effectively that carriage can be deployed. If the enemy's supply capabilities are greater than we assume, the old anti-Empire manuals will be useless. In the worst case, if Bertold itself were attacked, the entire western part of the Kingdom could fall into Imperial hands.

I recalled the sight of the bustling city I had just witnessed.

"We have to protect it, no matter what."

That magic-powered carriage, the one we saw at the race...

"Wait a minute, that race!"

"What is it?"

I stared intently at the map. The spots where we'd investigated the drop in magic power... from there, a series of spots continued to the south-southwest. The line of spots, curving gently, was far off the main road used for the race.

But that location was near where we had lost track of the Imperial carriage during the preliminaries. Normally, taking such a huge detour on a bad road would be unthinkable, but it would be possible for that Imperial carriage.

"There's no doubt. The source of the eggs is the Empire."

My memory of the time before the race started flashed through my mind. What had Fulsy said back then? He said the Imperial carriage blocked magic. During the main race, they stopped hiding it, so I thought it was just to misrepresent the carriage's performance.

But what if it was a measure to prevent the eggs from awakening due to magic? If so, everything connects.

"In other words, that swarm of slimes was..."

It would be Imperial bioterrorism... no, a biological weapon. This was an act on a completely different level from simply interfering with a carriage race. I had to tell Craig as soon as possible.

In the gardens of the grand ducal residence, pink flowers were already beginning to bloom. There was no time left regarding the prophecy, either.

"I'm returning to the Royal Capital at once," I said to Euphillia.

Right now, Alfina was supposed to be meeting with Lisabet. The location was Plural Company, and besides Claudia, Mia and Vinaldira were supposed to be "coincidentally there for a business meeting," so I think she'll be fine, but still.
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			Vinder. Vinder. Vinder. Vinder.

I repeated his name over and over in my mind, as if thinking of a beloved sweetheart. And like a girl lost in love, I searched for him, though he wasn't here, heedless of my surroundings.

"Sherry-san."

At the call from my left, my neck creaked as I somehow managed to turn toward the voice.

"Y, yes... Princess Lisabet."

"Thank you, for arranging it so I could join Princess Alfina."

"Me too. I am very grateful that you invited us, Sherry-san."

"N, n, not at all..."

The princess and the imperial princess both spoke to me at once. This must be what it feels like to be completely out of place. Claudia-sama, who always guards Alfina-sama, was standing watch near the entrance.

Since I was technically the one who had invited them, I had no choice but to sit at the same table. Rilka had escaped her fate by claiming she was giving up her seat for Alfina-sama. In reality, she was inside the shop with Mia. But that didn't make me feel any less helpless.

And it was all Vinder's fault.

◇◇

"So this is the famous French toast of the Royal Capital."

Lisabet looked at the golden-brown bread. Next to it on the plate were two small bowls, one with honey and the other with smooth anko.

"Yes. It was originally a sweet that Ricardo-kun made for me," Alfina-sama said to Princess Lisabet with a smile. For some reason, her usual gentle smile sent a small shiver down my spine. *She couldn't possibly be making a subtle warning, could she? Even if she were, I wouldn't be the target, right?*

"Does that mean this French toast is a dish full of memories for you and Vinder-dono?"

"Y, yes, it is."

Alfina-sama pressed a hand to her cheek. *Okay, good. It seems I was just imagining that whole 'subtle warning' thing.*

*Then again, what is Vinder planning to do about Alfina-sama? True, she's a princess and a bit detached from the everyday world, but she has been so openly affectionate toward him.*

*Of course, their social statuses are worlds apart. But with Vinder, I feel like he could make anything happen if he put his mind to it. He's earned the favor of the Grand Duchess and the Prince, after all.*

*Oh, but Alfina-sama is bound by her duties as an Oracle Princess until she turns thirty.*

That's just too cruel. *I still get nervous around her, but I truly want Alfina-sama to find happiness.*

*Do something, Vinder.*

"I heard that during the first prophecy, you stood up for your people against all opposition. I find that incredibly admirable and I truly respect you for it. As for me, I am of no use at all, despite my position as an Imperial Princess."

"That's not true. I wouldn't have been able to do anything if Ricardo-kun hadn't helped me."

"Oh? So Vinder-dono performed great feats during the Monster Flood as well, not just in the dragon subjugation?"

Princess Lisabet looked surprised. I didn't know much about that, either. In fact, back then I barely knew who Vinder was. *Things were so peaceful then... I feel like time moved much more slowly in those days.*

"What sort of great deeds did Vinder-dono accomplish?"

"Well, I cannot share the specific details, but..."

Alfina-sama began to explain the method for organizing one's thoughts that Vinder had taught her. Come to think of it, she never goes anywhere without that pen he gave her, the one that matches his.

Anyway, I agree that it's an excellent method. *But I don't think anko or matcha ice cream would be the result, no matter how many times you run through that process. Well, the Belmini company is making a fortune from it, so it's probably best not to dwell on it.*

Princess Lisabet nodded as Alfina-sama explained. From my experiences with her, I think Alfina-sama is a very skilled teacher. *Though I have my doubts as to whether that skill will be of any use to her as a princess.*

"Ricardo-dono has apparently gone to Bertold. Could that possibly be related to the prophecy that was recently revealed?"

The atmosphere shifted slightly. The only detail of the prophecy that had been made public was that "the castle walls of a western city will be destroyed."

"As a shareholder of the Vinder Company, I am obligated to protect its trade secrets. I'm sorry."

As a merchant's daughter myself, I think Alfina-sama plays the "Vinder Company shareholder" card a little too conveniently. Though, I suppose it's the right move in this situation.

But after being deftly sidestepped by Alfina-sama, Princess Lisabet's expression grew troubled.

"Actually, I may know something about the monster that breaks through castle walls."

Then, as if she had made up her mind, she spoke.

"Is that true?"

"Yes. It is a monster seen only in very limited regions within the Empire. I cannot be certain if it is related to your prophecy, however."

*Right in front of me, a conversation that could decide the future of the kingdom had begun. I want to leave. I'm perfectly happy just knowing the secrets of anko, new sugar, and matcha.*

"However, I wish to speak directly with Prince Craig, who is leading the monster subjugation."

"...I heard that request was officially denied."

I knew that the Empire might have been plotting something during the carriage race. *Things just keep escalating.*

"I am fully aware of that. But for my people, who suffer because of dragons, we need even the smallest scrap of information."

Lisabet looked at Alfina with a serious expression. I'm not impossibly kind-hearted like Vinder. And I'm not the type to be swayed by the desperate look on another girl's face.

But Princess Lisabet truly seemed worried for her country. She was quite different from my image of a princess. *Though, Alfina-sama is quite different, too.*

"I cannot make any promises until I hear what you have to say," Alfina-sama said, her expression unwavering. In negotiation terms, that was a rather aggressive demand, telling the other party to play their hand first. Considering the safety of Bertold was on the line, though not explicitly stated, I thought it was admirable.

"...That said, if we can verify your information, Princess Lisabet, I believe I can act as an intermediary to Prince Craig."

*When I first met her, I thought she was a bit softer, but Vinder's influence has rubbed off on her. Or perhaps, like Mia, she's growing stronger to protect the overly kind Vinder?*

*But more importantly, will someone please save me from having to listen to a negotiation between royalty?*

Spurred by Alfina-sama's words, Princess Lisabet opened her mouth, her resolve firm.

"It is a large monster known as the Castle-Eating Worm. It rotates its hardened head..."

It seemed this tightrope act for a simple merchant's daughter was far from over.
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			We went straight from Bertold to the knight order’s garrison. The garrison was on high alert. Knights and members of the supply corps were constantly moving in and out.

The building that had been under construction was now complete, serving as the new headquarters. We were led to the innermost room, a space that appeared to serve as a command center.

Inside, a map was spread across a wide table. Five spots were marked in a line from north to south.

"The clearing of Spot 1 is complete. Our forces have now begun clearing Spot 2. Additionally, the reconnaissance team has confirmed the presence of Mucus at the other three spots."

A female knight, a sub-commander, was in the middle of a report. It seemed the slime-like creatures were indeed appearing in massive numbers at the other locations as well.

"So far, no monsters other than Mucus have been confirmed. However, their numbers are enormous, and our progress is slowed by the fact that they are only active at night. The knights from the former Second Knight Order also mentioned that while these creatures are called Mucus, their color and movements are subtly different from the ones they know."

*A species not native to the kingdom. That makes it all the more likely they were deliberately seeded.*

"You’re back, Ricardo. Things are proceeding smoothly here, but weren’t you supposed to return a little later?"

Prince Craig grinned and beckoned me over. Even though the word ‘trouble’ was practically written on my face, he remained as reassuring as ever. The female sub-commander signaled a knight standing by the door. The knight stepped into the hallway and shut the door behind him.

This was a conversation that couldn’t be overheard. After all, our enemy was not some mindless monster.

"...and that’s why there’s a high probability the eggs were intentionally seeded," I concluded.

On our way back from Bertold, we had predicted the Imperial carriage’s route and gathered information from the villages nearby. There had been sightings of an unusual carriage around and between the designated spots.

"I see. That would explain why the spots are arranged in such a neat line. It seems the race was merely a secondary objective for the Empire."

It now made sense why they would risk leaking military secrets about their carriage just to participate.

The prince’s words made the tension in the room instantly ratchet up. To deploy biological weapons in a nation with which you have trade relations is a clear act of hostility, tantamount to a declaration of war.

*Did they think they wouldn't get caught? No, any competent strategist would plan for that contingency. I know I would.*

This meant we had to assume they were fully prepared to cross that line.

"Sage-dono, is there any possibility that more powerful monsters have been released?"

"The Mucus consumed magic underground to grow and multiply, which resulted in spots where the mana veins have weakened. Releasing powerful monsters would be impossible."

That was one of the few pieces of reassuring news. But that made their objective even more puzzling. Why go to the trouble of using such weak monsters?

The monster materials used in their carriage and now these eggs. The Empire clearly possessed highly advanced knowledge and technology related to monsters. We, on the other hand, had only grasped fragments of their true power.

Furthermore, that carriage had effectively been sent to the race by the Second Prince’s faction.

We were facing threats from both within and without, working in concert. Normally, we should be more wary of the Empire than the Mucus. But there was a reason we couldn’t afford to do that.

"The connection between the monsters seeded by the Empire and the prophecy is the real problem," Craig said. Just then, there was a knock on the door. Alfina and Claudia entered.

◇◇

"You obtained information from the Imperial Princess about the monster in the prophecy?"

Craig’s face turned skeptical at Alfina’s words. I was surprised as well.

"Princess Alfina, we have just determined that the Empire is the one who planted these monsters..." Adele began.

"We can’t possibly trust anything an Imperial Princess says," Hyde added, his voice sharp. I felt the same way. But information was still information. And...

"Ricardo, you saw through the Empire’s plot. What is your judgment?"

"There are three possibilities. Of course, the most likely is that the princess is lying. The next possibility is that she is telling only half the truth. The least likely is that she is telling the complete truth. The key point is that they don’t know we’ve uncovered their scheme. So, in the first case, we can invert her words to get closer to the truth. In the second, the information is useful as long as we know it’s incomplete. And in the third, we can simply use it as is."

"I see. There’s no point in discussing it until we hear what she had to say."

In response to her brother-in-law’s words, Alfina began to explain what Princess Lisabet had told her about the monster.

According to the princess, the monster was shaped like a worm and was slightly larger than one of the bullet trains from my old world. It would apparently slam into castle walls with a rotating head to destroy them.

"Like a living battering ram. Sage-dono, what are your thoughts?"

"At the very least, no such creature exists in the kingdom’s records."

"It sounds like a diversion, as expected. It bears no resemblance to the Mucus. The problem is the possibility that this swarm of Mucus is also a diversion," Hyde said. A vast number of weak monsters spread across a wide area. Their purpose could be to draw the Knight Order’s forces, and while we are occupied, the true disaster strikes Bertold. It was an all too plausible scenario.

"But I don’t think Princess Lisabet was lying..." Alfina insisted. Her story matched the image from the prophecy, the primary source of information. Besides, Alfina was a far better judge of character than I was.

*A monster that rotates like a drill to destroy castle walls. It sounds just like a monster from another world. But as far as I know, the monsters in this world originated from Earth. Could a creature that evolved from something on Earth really turn into that?*

*...No, wait. If it’s simply a creature that moves by rotating, then there is one possibility.*

"Princess Alfina, I’d like to ask two things. First, regarding the marks on the ground before the wall in the crystal’s image. You said they looked like drag marks, but were they straight?"

"...Now that you mention it, they didn’t seem vertical, but horizontal... no, more like diagonal." Alfina closed her eyes in thought for a moment, then her expression brightened with realization. I see. It was the trail left by a rotating object.

"One more thing. The castle wall wasn’t destroyed in just one location, was it?"

"That’s right. I was able to expand the image in the crystal a little more since then. I can’t tell the location, but I believe there were at least two, no, three or more places where the wall had collapsed inward."

"...I understand."

*Was she pushing herself again?* Now that I looked closer, her complexion seemed a bit pale.

"I’m fine. The vision began much later this time, so I used the crystal for a considerably shorter period than before," Alfina said with a smile, having noticed my gaze. That might be true, but I wished she wouldn’t overdo it, especially when the Grand Duchess wasn't here.

"Master, you mentioned a monster called the ‘red carpet,’ didn’t you?"

"Come to think of it, I did tell you that story."

The red carpet that crept into the knights’ tent at night. That had to be a slime mold. Countless amoeba-like individuals merging into a single entity to move. The fusion and transformation of single-celled organisms. It was famous as the most primitive form of organization.

Its shape was completely different from the monster Lisabet described. But the characteristic of an elongated creature moving by rotating, and...

I pictured the scene from that night in the center of the spot. The swarm of giant amoebas, the slimes we had seen, were emitting a red light in what seemed like perfect synchronization.

"Which one is it?" Craig asked.

"Unfortunately, it’s the third possibility."

My words sent a ripple of unease through the command center. It was the outcome even I had considered the least likely. Eyes demanding an explanation bored into me.

"First, let’s return to the basics. Based on the nature of the prophecies so far, it’s highly likely the disaster is related to fluctuations in the mana veins. In other words, we can assume that an immense source of magical power exists behind the disaster, causing it to occur."

"That is true. However, there is no such thing this time."

"Oh, but there is. Or rather, there was," I said, pointing to the now-fading region of mana veins between Bertold and the Royal Capital.

"They are using the power of the slimes... the Mucus... to gather a wide, thin mana vein into a single point. This is the magical fluctuation that is causing the disaster."

The slimes consume magic and multiply. The resulting starvation triggers them to emit signals. At first, the signals are random, but eventually they synchronize, and a center begins to self-organize.

Multiple centers merge, and the surrounding slimes gather toward them in a swirling vortex. The result is the birth of a giant monster. In other words, the monster of the prophecy is the mobile form of a giant slime mold, the ‘slug’.

Since it self-organizes a center and aggregates via signal relays, at least five mobile forms, five ‘slugs’, will emerge from the five spots. This aligns with the scenario of multiple monsters attacking Bertold.

Most importantly, the ‘slug’ also moves by rotating. A self-organizing spiral signal organizes the mere collection of individual cells into a single mobile entity. This signal persists within the giant mobile form, serving as the command that propels it forward. As a result, the cells on the surface of the body are in constant rotational motion.

My old mentor once showed me a simulation video of this process as a prime example of primitive organization.

And if this mobile form heads west toward the Red Forest, where Bertold is located, in search of magic, then everything connects.

"The Mucus gather together to become a living battering ram? That’s an incredible story."

"I agree with Hyde. But I know Ricardo wouldn’t say something without basis."

"I have my reasoning, but if my hypothesis is correct, then we have no time to verify it."

Given the time limit indicated by the prophecy, and if the red blinking of the Mucus was indeed a starvation signal, it was possible they had already begun to aggregate.

"Assuming your hypothesis is correct, how do we deal with it?"

"There are five spots. We’ve already dealt with one, so that leaves four. The crucial factor is the number of Mucus at a single spot that will become a constituent of the battering ram. We should prioritize reducing their numbers below a certain threshold, rather than aiming for complete extermination."

The key was to reduce the population at each spot. From what had been described, the threat of the living battering ram was its rotating mass itself.

"We will proceed under the assumption that the Mucus swarm is the monster of the prophecy. Divide the knight order’s forces into two. They will simultaneously attack spots two and three, and once those are clear, spots four and five."

Craig made his decision. With time running short, his decisiveness was a blessing, but the pressure was enough to make my stomach ache.

"What about the Empire?" Adele asked.

"I’ll leave their movements in the capital to the Chancellor. The Empire’s primary objective is likely the destruction of Bertold. Preventing that is our highest priority."

If Bertold were to fall, the pro-Empire Second Prince’s faction could regain its power. If the Empire was considering an invasion of the kingdom, inflicting damage on Bertold, a key rear defense base, held immense strategic value.

"Understood." "Yes, sir."

Adele and Hyde, seemingly convinced by their commander’s words, hastily rose from their seats. Alfina approached me.

"Ricardo-kun..."

Her white fingers clutched the hem of my clothes. She really did look a little pale. I was tempted to say, *Of course I’m staying, I’m a civilian.*

"I’m sorry, Princess Alfina, but there is one thing I must confirm."

There was still one unresolved issue. The multiple holes in the castle wall, one of the key pieces of evidence. My current hypothesis alone couldn’t explain that.

"There is also the matter of the Grand Duchess, and the craftsmen at the workshop," I said.

I knew it was a low blow, but I said it anyway.

*I’ll take care of this disaster as quickly as possible, and then I’m going to analyze that crystal with everything I’ve got.*
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			"That's less like a bullet train and more like the nose of a jet."

I muttered from my swaying seat on horseback. A gigantic white worm rotated a spiral of red light on its surface, like a rhythmic gymnastics ribbon.

I was currently riding parallel to it, heading west. We kept a sufficient distance, but I felt a primal fear watching the colossal object move with a rumble that shook the ground.

Fortunately, it was slower than a carriage. If it had the speed of a horse, we would have been completely helpless. Thanks to its pace, even a horse carrying two riders could easily overtake it.

Of course, that was because one of the Knight Order's most skilled riders was handling the prince's spare horse.

As usual, I was just clinging on for dear life in the back. *What do you expect? I'm a civilian.*

"Prepare to engage."

Unlike a civilian, the Knight Order couldn't afford to keep its distance. Forming ranks, they approached the mobile entity known as the Slug, drawing their bows from horseback. In a way, this was the ultimate form of an organization.

Their opponent was the most primitive kind of organization imaginable, one that moved based on the transmission of a single signal. It possessed no language, not even a nervous system. It was a mass of fungus, not even an animal.

"Commence attack."

Arrows flew toward its head. The glowing arrowheads indicated they were tipped with sorcery gold, but the creature's rotating head deflected them all. I see, at that rate, it could probably destroy a castle wall. If it ever got inside a town...

One village had already had half of it shaved away. We were lucky the evacuation was complete and that the slime mold didn't actively attack people. For them, moving toward a source of magic was likely the priority.

"Aim for the torso."

Prince Craig's order rang out. A wedge formation of knights charged into the white torso. Though the beast had no eyes, it seemed to react to their magic, inching slightly toward the knights. But that was all. The knights, lances held ready, timed their attack and thrust them into the defenseless body.

The slime mold writhed as it took the hit, its body convulsing. White fragments scattered like spray. Several knights were thrown from their horses.

However, the monster continued its advance as if nothing had happened. It paid no mind to the fact that a part of its body had been gouged out. It had no sense of pain, after all. The damage probably amounted to killing a few of the individual organisms that composed it.

Another unit moved in to take their place, heading for the Slug. Horses pulled a sharpened log from either side. Fighting a battering ram with a battering ram, so to speak. With synchronized timing, the two logs slammed into the slime mold's torso.

With a wet splat, a portion of the slime mold's body, perhaps about a tenth of it, burst apart. Cheers erupted from the knights. But the torn-off piece of its body immediately reshaped itself into another Slug. Then, the small slug approached the main body as if nothing had happened and instantly merged back into one.

The creature’s path shifted slightly, causing one of the knight units trying to evade it to break formation.

*I knew it.*

It had no clear command structure, just an overly simple and primitive system based on self organization. Even the slime at the center of that red spiral was probably just another single entity. It was no different from how the center of an ice crystal is just a water molecule, the same as any part at its edge.

Even if we crushed its head, the remaining parts would likely form a new one immediately. There is a certain strength that comes from being simple and primitive.

◇◇

"Just as you said, Ricardo, that thing isn't a single giant monster, but a colony of many Mucus creatures. We were fortunate to crush three before they could merge, but even two pose a great threat. To think our attacks would be so meaningless."

"Is the one to the south also heading for Bertold?"

"It seems so. While moving west, its course is gradually shifting north."

We were holding a meeting inside a campaign tent. Two pieces were placed on the map. They weren't heading straight for Bertold, but were slowly altering their angle.

Thanks to this, we, who were heading directly for Bertold, could get there first. Incidentally, most of our transport convoy was already on its way there. The radar carriage with Mia, Fulsy, and Noel was with them.

If the Knight Order ignored the mobile body, they too could reach Bertold ahead of it. But there was no chance of victory by challenging it head on.

"You said there was something you needed to confirm, Ricardo."

"Yes."

The question was why the mobile body was heading for Bertold. The reason it was moving west was simple. In my old world, slime molds seek light. They form mobile bodies to escape nutrient poor environments and find new ones to release their spores, so they move toward the light of the sky.

So what about this monstrous slime mold? Since it was generally heading west, its destination appeared to be the magic of the western Red Forest. However, the one we just saw, and the one moving in the south, both seemed to be angled toward Bertold. Unlike the slimes before, its dull reaction to the knights' magic weapons suggested that the monster preferred magic with a mix of chaotic wavelengths, miasma, over the orderly magic controlled by humans.

In that case, there had to be a reason it wasn't heading straight west. This was on a map's scale, after all. The probability of even one of them coincidentally running into Bertold was low. It was impossible for two to be drawn to it by chance.

"The mobile bodies appear to be gradually picking up speed," Hyde said.

"As I thought."

In other words, something was guiding them. I had considered the possibility of control by the Imperials in the Royal Capital, but it would be unnatural for the creatures to speed up as they moved away from the capital.

The simplest explanation was that there was some element in Bertold attracting the slime mold. That a chemical substance that attracts it, aside from magic, had been scattered in Bertold. It was a plausible idea if you considered moth pheromones, but I couldn't understand why the slime mold would integrate two different types of information to navigate.

"Now that I think about it, the destroyed buildings Alfina mentioned..."

I recalled the vision Alfina had first told me about. The things destroyed were the castle wall, the cathedral, and a workshop with smoke rising from it.

I looked at the map of Bertold. If I assumed one of them broke through the wall near the eastern gate, then the three locations weren't in a straight line. They were arranged in a curve. That would make the workshop the furthest point.

*So the Empire calculated things that far ahead.*

Once I realized it, it was simple. The lumber in Bertold was what was attracting the monster. For example, salmon are said to return to their home rivers by detecting their subtle scent. What seemed like chaotic magic to us could be perceived by the monster as a distinct spectrum of wavelengths.

In other words, it was being drawn by the faint magic emitted by the lumber from its homeland, the Empire.

"So you're saying the Imperial timber in Bertold is attracting the monster."

"I'm almost certain of it. And this is our chance. If we turn this to our advantage, it won't be difficult to divert the attack away from Bertold."

If the Knight Order and Bertold's transport units could move the wood outside the city, they could alter the mobile body's course. But there were two problems.

The first was where the diverted path would lead. Of course, Bertold's safety was the top priority. If Bertold fell, the entire western region of the kingdom would be affected. Considering the Empire's hostility, we couldn't compare it to one or two villages. But I wanted to avoid that if possible.

I stared at Leylia Village on the map, thinking desperately.

The second problem was what the slime mold would do after reaching the wood. Would it settle there as a new territory, create a fruiting body, and release spores? Or would it continue on, plunging into the western forest? If the latter, I feared the impact on the forest's ecosystem.

After all, a species that had never been in the western forest would appear in massive numbers. It was entirely possible that predicting monster floods would become impossible.

"If we could just stop its movement, it wouldn't be impossible to wear it down and kill it," Craig said.

The mobile body uses that rotating spiral of magical signals to control the population of individuals. Therefore, if we could stop that spiral, its movement would also stop.

But even if we stopped it, the spiral would self organize and reform. A new spiral would spontaneously emerge from fluctuations like slight signal deviations among the uniform individuals or minute differences in density between them.

"Can you think of anything to stop the monster's activity, like what we fed the dragon?"

"We can't expect that kind of luck twice."

We had to interfere with the very mechanism that sends or receives the red signal. If we could do that, it might break down into individual slimes. A specific antibody or chemical compound. Even with the facilities of a pharmaceutical company from my old world, that could take years.

As for magic itself, I had considered a way to systematically search for such a thing, but that would take just as long. It wouldn't be in time for the monster that would reach Bertold in a few days. And there were two of them.

*Wait a minute. The fact that there are two of them might actually be a good thing.*

We could guide the slime mold. If so, there was a way to at least temporarily erase that spiral. However, even if that worked, the mobile body would eventually reform. Worse, it could result in the creation of a super giant mobile body from the two merging.

To prevent that, we would have to kill it completely while it was stopped. The Knight Order's forces, even if multiplied several times over, probably couldn't do it.

Use the terrain? If there were a convenient natural pitfall, we wouldn't be having this trouble. Besides, that thing looks like it would just carve its way out of the ground.

"Wait, carve the ground..."

I remembered my previous trip to Bertold. There was something near the city we could use.

I lifted my head from the map.

"It seems you have a plan."

"It's a huge gamble, though."

The difficulty was high, but it wasn't an impossible strategy for the Anti-Monster Knight Order and the transport capabilities of Bertold.

"Please send a fast horse. I have two requests for the Grand Duchess. The first is information on the weather around Bertold for the past few days. The second is something I need her to gather in Bertold."

I explained the contents of the letter I wanted sent.

"Understood. How shall we proceed?"

"Leave a surveillance unit behind. The rest of you, head straight for Bertold."

We would intercept the disastrous monster before it reached the city. Of course, I had no intention of doing any of the fighting myself.
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			More than forty carriages were lined up before the gates of Bertold. In the center of the front row was the carriage of the Anti-Monster Knight Order, flanked on its left and right by the carriages of Bertold’s own knights. Behind them were the carriages of the merchants who had answered the Grand Duchess's call.

It was reassuring to see that most of them were carriages improved with bearings. Every single one was loaded to capacity with cargo.

Following the plan we had decided upon, we rushed to Bertold day and night. The Knight Order seemed displeased with an action that resembled turning their backs on the enemy and fleeing, but the Hero Prince's reputation and authority prevailed. As a result, we arrived in Bertold by the night of the following day.

Preparations were already underway, as we had sent word of the strategy ahead by fast horse, but there was still little time before the mobile body, the Slug, would arrive. We finished our preparations at the very last minute.

The trump card for this operation, the large quantity of Imperial timber that had been stored in the workshop, was loaded onto the Anti-Monster Knight Order’s carriages.

Right now, to ensure everything was perfect, Bowgan and the younger members of the workshop were distributing lubricant.

Still, it was impressive that so many merchants had remained. Apparently, they had been persuaded to stay with incentives like future commercial advantages and priority in receiving the next model of carriages. Perhaps this meant the results of their own carriage improvements had made a real difference.

"Are you the heir to the Vinder Company?"

"Yes, and you must be from the Giverny Company. Thank you for your cooperation."

A man who had walked over from the group of private carriages addressed me. Half of the carriages in the rear belonged to this man’s caravan. They seemed to be a Gold-ranked company specializing in transport.

"Kenwell and Dalgan are both valued clients. Besides, I wanted to confirm that the interesting thing you showed at the exhibition was actually being put to use. I was skeptical until I saw it for myself."

"Bertold is going to develop even more from now on."

He was a key person for strengthening the entire kingdom’s transport capacity and for Bertold's industrialization.

"Oh. You say that as if you're the one directing it all. But seeing the heir of a newly-risen Silver-ranked company giving orders to the renowned Anti-Monster Knight Order, I find myself wanting to believe it."

The man gave me a meaningful look.

"...Because the key to this monster extermination is logistics."

"I see. In that sense, this is a proper job for us too. Carrying requested cargo to a designated location. I also have expectations that in the future, we'll have more opportunities to transport goods other than food from Bertold."

So that's it, he's thinking about future business. It made sense. The volume of honey we would need to transport would likely become more than we could handle on our own eventually.

"In any case, it seems I'll have a good story to tell His Excellency, the Chancellor."

"...Huh?"

I tried to ask what the man meant by his murmur, but the big shot from the transport guild was already heading back toward his own carriage.

"There is no need to be alarmed. I shall remain in this city until the very end."

Atop the castle gate, Euphillia was calling out to the city’s residents. Of course, an evacuation plan was in place in case of failure, but for that to be carried out in an orderly fashion, trust in the person in command was paramount.

The residents listening to their ruler’s words showed little panic. This was likely also due to their faith in the Hero Prince and his Knight Order, who had repelled monsters on two separate occasions.

*She's really something.*

Come to think of it, the reason Bertold's industrialization was proceeding so smoothly was because of the Grand Duchess's past achievements. It was the same way my father's credibility had been crucial when we started the honey business.

"I've loaded up what you asked for. Is this stuff good enough?"

Dolph came running over to me. He emptied the contents of a bag into his palm. It was finely shaved wood shavings. Increasing the surface area would make it easier for the miasma stored in the wood to dissipate.

"Thank you."

"Also, I took samples from every piece of timber, just like you said. I just have to give them to the Sage, right?"

"That’s a great help. After this, please prioritize your own evacuation preparations."

"Hah, you think I can abandon my own castle and run off that easily?"

"No, no, that's why..."

"I get it. You're saying our skills are irreplaceable, right?"

Dolph flexed his bicep and laughed. *I really hope he understands.* Well, I suppose I should do my part to make the evacuation plan unnecessary.

◇◇

In the middle of the plain, the carriages of the Anti-Monster Knight Order were lined up. The massive logs peeking out from two of them looked as if they were for a campfire. *Back in my world, we'd be getting the barbecue ready, too.*

If only things were that carefree.

Around the carriages, the knights were engaged in civil engineering. They were pounding stakes into the ground and pulling them back out, a process that looked like torture.

In a triangular formation to the north and south of the carriages, they sprinkled the wood shavings Dolph had prepared into the holes.

"...We have a report from the scout teams attached to the two monsters. They have changed course and are heading this way."

"Thank you. Our radar should be able to pinpoint their exact location soon," I replied to Hyde, who had relayed the scouts' report.

"The monsters are already moving at a speed that carriages can no longer match. By the time they arrive, they might even outpace a horse. Will the preparations be ready in time?"

Hyde glanced around at the numerous jars that had been set out.

"I'd rather not do anything too strange and have them avoid us."

I didn't think a monster would say something like a girl on a diet, like "I'm not in the mood for anything oily," but I wanted to avoid any uncertainties. We would use minimal seasoning and let the natural flavor win them over.

I joined Mia and the others working inside the radar carriage.

"I've picked up the signal from the magic crystals the scouts are carrying."

"The monsters' trajectory is almost exactly as calculated," Mia said.

Her words brought me a small measure of relief.

But I couldn't let my guard down. After all, our opponents were living creatures. Moreover, they were coming across a rugged landscape, not a road. We had to ensure a head-on collision.

"Numerical correction, the northern monster is a little fast," Noel's voice called out. "I will adjust the calculations," Mia replied, her pen flying across the paper.

"Please move the woodpile a little more to the southwest."

At my words, Hyde sent a signal to the Knight Order’s carriages. The carriages moved about ten meters south.

"Here they come!"

A shout went up from the knights. Some looked north, others south. From the horizon, clouds of dust rose from both directions at almost the same time.

*This is on a completely different level of intensity from what I saw three days ago.*

Two spinning missiles bore down on us, as if to catch us in a pincer attack. I felt a surge of fear. But their appearance was just as we had predicted.

"Good, they're both spinning clockwise."

I suppressed my fear and confirmed their rotation. *They're just mindless creatures moving blindly toward a target. No matter how terrifying they are, they're no different from a stationary target. An intelligent human like myself can't afford to be spooked.*

Gogogogo.

The ground trembled. My own legs amplified the movement. *Even with intelligence, humans are still animals, so our first response is always to fear.*

"Adjustments are complete. Split into two groups and clear the path."

At Craig's command, the knights who had unloaded the timber split to the east and west. All that remained was the campfire-like structure of logs. Now, all I could do was pray that the fine-tuning with the wood shavings laid out in the holes in the meadow would work.

The forms of the monsters became clear. Seen from the front, the swirling red light was eerie. The last of the knights who had remained around the log pile placed jars in the vicinity and retreated.

"Ready your arrows."

Craig's commanding voice echoed across the plain. The knights nocked arrows wrapped in cloth.

I hurried to head for the radar carriage. Just then, a breeze brushed against my cheek.

"I wonder which way the wind is blowing. A southeasterly wind would be a good omen."
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			DOKAA!!! GARI, GARI, GARI... GUSHA, GUSHA, GUSHA... BUSHU.... ......BISHAA

The two Slugs carved black gashes into the green meadow as they made a beeline for the campfire. Guided by the woodchips scattered on the ground, the monster train collided head-on. The kingdom's precious lumber shattered and flew apart. Splinters of wood rained down like hail, striking our carriage with a series of thuds. I instinctively covered my head.

"Oh, it’s stopped!" "Hurry, there’s no time!" "Light the arrows!"

Hearing the knights' voices, I cautiously peeked out the window. Where the campfire had been, there was now a white mass, looking as though two water droplets had merged. The spiraling red light that had been so distinct now faintly coated the entire surface, pulsing weakly. The mass trembled faintly but did not move.

"Fire!"

The monsters that had charged in to flank us were now themselves flanked by the divided knight orders. The Anti-Monster Knight Order and the Bertold Knight Order created a symphony of twanging bowstrings in unison.

Countless fire arrows rained down from both sides, surrounding the mass. The area around the original campfire was piled high with firewood, bamboo, and clay pots of oil brought by carriage from Bertold.

Though the arrows bounced off the monster itself, they simultaneously ignited the flammable materials scattered about.

In an instant, flames erupted around the mass.

"This has all gone according to your plan so far, hasn't it," Fulsy remarked, pointing his antenna at the monster.

"I just hope this is enough to finish it."

I looked at the radar aimed at the monster as if in prayer. Not that I could tell anything just by looking.

"This is bad. The magic waves are already starting to recover," Fulsy warned, looking at his measuring device. I strained my eyes. At first glance, there was no change to the mass of slime.

But on the monster, now a black lump surrounded by fire, a red light distinct from the flames began to appear. The crushed body of the slime mold started to slither and reshape itself into a circle.

The once chaotic red lights gradually fell into a pulsing rhythm, and several spiral patterns emerged.

The monster's coordinated movement, which we had nullified by crashing opposing spirals into each other, was now re-forming through self-organization.

The black mass began to twist like a vortex, and the charred pieces on its surface flaked away. Beneath them, white skin glowed red.

Soon, multiple spirals converged at the center of the mass, and in the next instant, it began to swell upwards.

"What’s the pattern, Director?"

"The same as when it charged us."

"So it’s no use."

My hope that it would simply form a fruiting body was crushed. A white pillar, twice the size it was before, rose toward the heavens.

"It's falling this way! Retreat! Retreat!"

With a ground-shaking tremor, the massive Slug toppled its elongated body. The troops in its path scrambled to escape.

DOOOON!!

The impact blew away the surrounding flames.

"Use the rest of the fire arrows! Get in any attack you can before it moves!" "We’re almost out!" "It’s starting to move!"

The desperation in the knights’ voices was clear. Despite its surface being charred by the surrounding flames, the giant body began to stir.

The Giant Slug, which had been writhing on the ground, reared its head like a cobra. In its sights was the city of Bertold. At this rate, Bertold would be assaulted by a battering ram nearly twice its original size.

Craig looked at me. Behind him, two carriages were on standby, filled with wood covered in cloth dyed with the same magic-dampening ink used on the walls of the academy’s head librarian’s office.

If we sent those carriages running southwest, we could at least divert the monster’s path away from Bertold. But there was no guarantee what would happen after that. The longer we delayed our decision, the more control we would lose over the monster’s course.

Another village could be destroyed. Or worse, we might fail to stop it from reaching Bertold at all. With every passing moment, our options dwindled.

Finally, the white giant began to advance on Bertold. Just as I was about to give Craig the signal, a wave of hot air washed over my cheek.

I signaled Craig. Extending my hand from the carriage, I pointed straight toward the Royal Capital. The cloths were thrown off the other carriages as they began to race eastward.

"We need to get some distance, too."

The sudden appearance of the lure in the opposite direction of its advance seemed to confuse the monster, causing it to curve into a C-shape.

GOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!

The next moment, flames incomparably fiercer than before erupted. Centered on where the campfire had been, the very ground itself began to burn. Within the inferno, the slime mold writhed as if in agony.

The trenches we had dug around the campfire weren't just for guiding the slime mold. They were there to supply air to the peat layer beneath. The ground was now exposed, dry peat scraped bare by the monster's rotating movement.

The flames from the massive amount of fuel we’d brought from Bertold ignited it, triggering a peat fire.

"A two-pronged fire attack. Looks like it worked."

This was the very reason we lured the monster to this spot. In the thick smoke rising from the peat, the giant snake-like creature writhed like a black shadow.

Watching its movements gradually weaken, I finally let out a sigh of relief.

◇◇

Once the heavy smoke cleared, a scorched black mass lay sizzling on the ground.

A knight hurled a spear at it. The carbonized slime mold crumbled apart. The inside of the resulting hole was also pitch black.

"Monster’s death confirmed!"

Looks like it was cooked all the way through. *A barbecue party with nothing but mushrooms. I never want to do that again.*

"Behold, the calamitous beast has been vanquished!"

"""UOOOOOH!"""

Craig made his victory declaration. A roar-like cry of triumph rose from the Knight Order. Everyone was raising their arms in the air.

"Looks like we made it through this one with zero casualties. Thank goodness," I said, letting out a deep breath. In reality, several people had broken bones falling from their horses the other day. But unlike last time, no one had died.

"...I suppose so." "...Indeed." "...."

"What’s wrong? Try to look a little happier. I know it was a close call, but still. Ugh, the cleanup is going to be a nightmare, though."

"No, it’s more that you... well, it’s too late to say anything now."

"Senpai, you’re a flawless tactician... as long as your opponent isn’t human."

"Please don’t remind me. My head already hurts just thinking about what’s waiting for us back in the capital."

The disaster was averted. Now we had to deal with its cause.

We had thoroughly thwarted their plans, but just as Mia said, the people behind this were far more troublesome than any monster.

The only thing that bothered me was Lisabet. The fact that the wood acted as a lure all but confirmed that the Empire had instigated this.

So why would an Imperial Princess say something that would give us a hint?

*Well, the affairs of the powers that be are a job for the Grand Duke and the Prince. Yep.*
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			Thump!

The thick wooden tabletop trembled.

"You're telling me they couldn't even touch Bertold's walls? Impossible! What kind of magic did Craig use?"

Biral's furious voice echoed through the top floor of the Imperial Residence in the early morning. The man in the black robe who had reported the outcome of the Castle-Eating Worm operation, Dagolius, a man with the official title of an Imperial merchant, calmly absorbed his superior's anger.

"It seems they used the timber we had transported to Bertold as a marker."

"But that would be impossible unless they had a complete understanding of the worm's biology, one even deeper than our own."

Biral's face twisted in astonishment at the explanation of using the wood to lure and incinerate the worms. It meant their own strategy had been completely turned against them. For Biral, who had used the carriage race to scatter the monster's spores, it was the same story. But there was a more important report to make now.

"Craig will be returning to the Royal Capital far sooner than we anticipated."

At his subordinate's words, Biral struggled to unclench his fist.

"...If they knew the connection between the timber and the worms, then they've realized it was our operation."

"There can be no doubt. It seems most of the Knight Order's units have been left between Bertold and the Royal Capital under the pretext of mopping up the remaining monsters."

"...I will take the letters from our main collaborators and the information on operational locations for our units in the kingdom. Dispose of everything else."

His superior made the decision to escape in an instant.

"I will remain undercover in the kingdom," Dagolius said.

As his superior understood, Craig's strategy this time had been clearly unorthodox. The common wisdom was to fight monsters with magic. But this time, Craig had defeated the giant monsters using almost no magic at all. For Dagolius, who had long been troubled by the gap between the Knight Order's strength and their actual results in dragon subjugations, this was an inconsistency he could not ignore.

"...I can't tell you not to push yourself if you are to cross the River of Hope. But do not forget that your knowledge and experience are assets to be utilized after we have crossed that river."

Dagolius nodded at his superior's words.

"Your Excellency, there are suspicious movements around the residence. I believe we are being monitored by the Royal Guard," a maid reported as she opened the door.

"So they've already made their move. Prepare a carriage. Once we're out of the Royal Capital, we can manage somehow."

Biral took a double-locked box from a drawer and tossed its contents into the fireplace. Then, he returned to his desk and began wrestling with a bundle of letters.

"What shall we do about the Imperial Princess?" the maid asked.

"We have few means of transport near the Royal Capital. We can't take any dead weight. ...No, that's right. Prepare another carriage," Biral said dismissively as he threw the bundle of papers into the fireplace.

◇◇

"Is this it?" I asked the butler who had guided me.

It was the Grand Duchess's residence, a place I knew well, though I wish I didn't. Still, this was the first time I'd ventured this deep inside. At the end of the corridor, a heavy door illuminated by candlelight seemed to intimidate the commoner that I was.

The butler simply bowed in silence. It seemed he was telling me to hurry.

When I opened the door, I saw a round table in the center of the room. Euphillia and Craig were already seated. I wish they'd show a little more consideration for a commoner. *This feels like a part-timer waltzing late into a board meeting with the top brass.*

Just as I was about to sigh, I noticed another person in the room. An old man I didn't recognize. ...No, he was an old man I had seen once before, in the audience chamber.

*A prince and a grand duchess are one thing, but please spare me the duke...*

This was no time to get things mixed up.

*...Now that the Empire's hostility is clear, I guess they can't worry about maintaining a balance.*

Before me was a gathering of members you probably couldn't assemble even for a council before the king. The commander of the Anti-Monster Knight Order, the most powerful military force in the kingdom and the Third Prince. The Grand Duchess who governs the west, which is set to become the future economic heart of the kingdom. And the Duke who stands at the pinnacle of the nation's government.

There were four seats around the table, and one was empty.

*I wonder whose seat that is?* I glanced back at the door. *Don't tell me the king is coming too.*

The Grand Duchess pointed to the empty seat with her feathered fan. See, I'm telling you, be a little more considerate of commoners. I'd be far more at ease if I were left standing.

*I'll never listen to Noel complain again about becoming an apprentice court magician over all her seniors. Same goes for Fulsy, who says he doesn't want to be ennobled for this achievement.*

*Oh, right. I'd love to show Sherry this grand spectacle. I bet she'd get a real kick out of this.*

"What are you doing? Hurry up and sit down."

"Yes..."

I clutched the papers in my hand as the old man's glare bore down on me. Well, having the Chancellor here isn't a bad thing. It would be no exaggeration to say the figures I have here are of the utmost importance.

"——And that concludes the report on the recent monster subjugation," Craig said.

"Two villages in the west have been effectively lost. And while the villages themselves are intact, five others have had parts of their farmland carved away," the Grand Duchess added.

"...It is fortunate that the Knight Order suffered no losses. And it is a relief that the damage to the farming villages remains within a manageable scope," the Chancellor remarked.

"I am the one who will be managing it, however," Euphillia said.

The Chancellor's expression didn't change at the words from Craig and the Grand Duchess. But suddenly, his sharp gaze shot toward me.

"And this boy planned the entire thing?"

"That's right. The discovery of the Mucus, the extermination of the Mucus before they could grow, thereby preventing the emergence of giant monsters, and the subjugation of the two monsters that did appear. It was all Ricardo's strategy."

"It was all thanks to the valor of Prince Craig, the prophetic power of Princess Alfina, and the prestige of the Grand Duchess. And the great sage Fulsy-sama, and the apprentice court magician Noel, and, um, the Transportation Guild..."

"It's as if you knew everything in advance. I find I have no choice but to be suspicious," the Chancellor said, ignoring my desperate attempts to name anyone but myself.

*Well, anyone with a decent brain would think so. But I can't very well say I knew about slime molds before I was even born, can I?*

"I understand how the Chancellor feels. But the one possibility we can rule out is this one being a pawn of the Empire."

"Indeed. Everything Ricardo has done up to this point could be considered an obstruction to the Empire. If Ricardo had done nothing at all, both the east and west of the kingdom would have suffered a huge blow, a fatal one for the west in particular. More to the point, what of the Chancellor, who so brilliantly let the Imperial envoy escape?" Craig changed the subject with a sarcastic tone.

"This may sound like an excuse, but I did not anticipate they would use the Imperial Princess as a decoy. However, the Royal Guards who entered the residence did obtain some of their confidential materials."

"A sacrificial pawn of a girl who was likely told nothing, and encrypted documents that cannot be read, I presume. Besides, I hear it was the First Knight Order that secured the Imperial Princess," Euphillia said cuttingly.

*So, in the kingdom's way of thinking, using an Imperial Princess as a decoy was completely outside their expectations.*

"The prince who laid a trap on the road to the great river also let them get away, so we are in the same boat," the Chancellor retorted.

"We did spot them, but they fled at a speed we couldn't possibly match on horseback in the dead of night," Craig explained to me. The knights had found an abandoned carriage near a forest north of the capital. They had searched the area with all their might, but had only managed to catch a glimpse of figures running off into the darkness. Apparently, it wasn't the carriage they had been in.

"Um, excuse me..." I raised my hand timidly. The prince, the grand duchess, and the duke all looked at me.

"Around the carriage, could you have someone look for, well, any unusual tracks, or droppings, that sort of thing?"

"For what reason?"

I remembered what Dolph had told me before I left Bertold. The undercarriage of the Imperial carriage was made entirely of metal, and there were signs that the position of the triple tree had been changed. In other words, it was over-engineered for a horse-drawn vehicle.

"This is just a hunch, but maybe there are three-toed footprints, or white droppings. There probably won't be many, but if you could cooperate with local hunters..."

"I'll arrange it at once."

Craig nodded. The droppings in particular would be important.

"Now then, with that information shared, let us move on to the main topic. The Empire's next move," Craig said.

"To unleash monsters upon the kingdom is an unforgivable act. Setting that aside, I find it difficult to understand what they are thinking. The Empire must constantly devote forces to fighting monsters. To take the risk of antagonizing the kingdom, on which they rely for their food supply, is..." the Chancellor trailed off.

"...Um, about that, just a moment."

"There is no need to ask for permission for every little thing."

"No, I'm being reserved because I'm a commoner. This situation is a form of bullying, you know," I said to Euphillia. *Does she have any idea what it's like to be walking on eggshells, choosing every word so carefully? Thanks to her, I think I just broke through the ice.*

"...This is the achievement of the great sage Fulsy-sama and his disciples, the alchemists Noel and Mia. We were able to extract a record of the Empire's magic vein activity from the timber sold to Bertold to attract the monsters. Of course, it is only a record from one region, but another piece of timber we acquired through the Kenwell Company showed the same trend. This is a summary of that data."

I spread a graph out on the table. A record of the Empire's magic vein activity for the past seventy years. This graph was the star of this meeting.

Every eye was glued to the single sheet of paper. Silence fell over the table. The flickering candlelight cast the still shadows of the three figures onto the wall.

"So, it wouldn't be surprising if they were to invade tomorrow," Euphillia said with a groan.

We were overwhelmingly short on information, and most likely, on time as well.

First, we had to start by analyzing the parting gifts the Empire left behind. The droppings and footprints, the encrypted documents, and...
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			Three days after our meeting with the chancellor, our surprise guest, I arrived at the director's office with the package I had received from Craig. In the room were the baron himself, the master of the place, and my senior, the butcher’s son. Both wore strained expressions as they looked at the contents of the box I had just opened.

Well, I couldn’t blame them. Sitting inside was a round, white lump about the size of an elephant's droppings I had once seen on TV.

"So this is the big state secret. We definitely can't show this to Rilka and the others," Dalgan muttered.

"We're counting on your expertise with animals, senpai."

"What a sorry kind of expert to be... Still, I’ve heard bits and pieces of what's going on."

He might complain, but I was truly grateful that he always agreed to do the dirty work.

"Normally, I'd never want something like this brought in here, but we don't have the luxury to be picky," Fulsy added. He was engrossed in the Knight Order’s other souvenir, a sketch of a footprint found near the scene.

*Isn't this part of your salary, Lord Baron?*

"Right, let's get this over with."

His eyes instantly turning to those of a professional, Dalgan began breaking apart the mysterious animal's droppings with a wooden spatula.

Indeed, we couldn’t afford to complain about the filth. The situation was far too serious.

Even with the Empire’s hostile actions now clear, the kingdom was carrying on with business as usual. The evidence was split up across different departments. The traces left by the mysterious animal were with Craig's Anti-Monster Knight Order, the coded documents from the imperial residence were with the chancellor, and the abandoned Imperial Princess was with the First Knight Order, who had captured her carriage. Everything was being managed in perfect bureaucratic silos.

"We're racing against the clock..."

I recalled the results from the tree ring samples taken from the wood that had attracted the slime mold weapon.

◇◇

"Just as I suspected, it seems these trees are a bit different from the ones in the kingdom. We had nearly a hundred years of rings, but I could only trace them back seventy years," Fulsy said, a measuring device in hand.

"This point here is fifty years ago, right when the war with the Empire ended. The Fellbach Rebellion twenty years ago is around here. And... this is the fluctuation over the last decade."

Fulsy’s usual joking demeanor was absent as he explained the data. Mia, who had been assisting with the calculations, remained silent. The record of the Empire's magical vein activity had been revealed, and its implications were far more grave than when we had discovered the signs of the Monster Flood a year ago.

"I’m from the west, so I've heard stories about the old war, and I can't forgive what they've done with the monsters this time, but is this really that significant?" Noel asked, tilting her head. She was the only one who couldn’t quite grasp the situation. Right, she hadn't been there for the first prophecy.

"It’s more than significant. Look. Just as the Empire claimed, their magical vein activity started rising steadily a few years before the ceasefire fifty years ago."

I pointed to the figure from fifty-five years prior. While the scales weren't necessarily comparable, their numbers started much higher than the kingdom’s and had only climbed from there. The Empire could no longer afford to wage war, and the kingdom, fearing monsters would pour across the border from imperial territory, something that had apparently happened before, agreed to the ceasefire. In any case, it had been a war with little to gain for the kingdom.

After that, relations between the two nations stabilized through trade in food and mineral resources. It was, for the kingdom, a period of relative peace, one ironically brought about by monsters. But the Empire's magical veins had continued to rise, albeit slowly. It must have been an agonizing time for them. Looked at another way, however, it meant the Empire had endured the escalating monster activity. No, they likely adapted and learned from it. The monster materials used in that carriage and their use of the slime mold as a weapon were undoubtedly the fruits of that labor.

The activity of their magical veins peaked around twelve or thirteen years ago. Afterward, it began to decline, and for the last five years, it has settled at a level just over seventy percent of its peak.

"In other words, the Empire spent forty years building up its strength to fight ever-more-active monsters, and now, it has power to spare."

"If the magical veins have calmed down, isn't that a good thing?"

The Empire certainly thought it was a good thing. But if you put yourself in their position, you couldn’t simply feel relieved.

"Noel, my dear. There's no guarantee the magical veins will remain dormant. What happens if they begin to rise again?" Fulsy asked.

"Ah..." Noel gasped, the realization dawning on her.

Exactly. For the Empire, this was a golden age, and they had no idea how long it would last. And just south of the great river, the kingdom, grown complacent from fifty years of peace, was lying with its belly exposed. Their prey.

"The Empire's intentions are clear," Mia said. "Despite the decrease in monster-related damage, they were demanding increased trade in strategic resources like food and salt. And they made sure to give us as few magic crystals as possible." That much was evident from the Shoken Festival data and Calest's ledgers.

"They called it the River of Hope," I said, remembering Princess Lisabet's words.

◇◇

"Hey, Vinder. I’m done," Dalgan’s voice pulled me back to the present.

"You were the one who asked for this, you know. By the way, there's no magical reaction from the substance itself," Fulsy said.

Damn it. I needed to focus on the information right in front of me. I looked down at the roughly sorted piles of droppings.

Dalgan pointed his spatula at a white, viscous substance. "This white stuff looks like bird droppings."

It was probably uric acid. Excreting nitrogenous waste in the form of uric acid was characteristic of reptiles and birds, or more accurately, dinosaurs. This made me wish I’d collected a sample from the Glutton Dragon we fought. Not that I had the presence of mind to think of that at the time.

"The brown part has fibrous bits left in it, similar to cow dung. This animal is an herbivore."

"...A cow? Isn't it closer to the dung of an animal that prefers aquatic plants, like a duck?" I asked. If this creature was what I suspected, that should be a closer match.

"Nah, the white part is like that, but this part is closer to a cow's. Even among grass-eaters, the fineness of the digestion is different. Well, that's just my impression from looking at it."

"So it ruminates?"

In terms of efficiency per unit of weight, eating meat is best, but per unit of area, it's a completely different story. Plants store massive amounts of energy by drawing it directly from the sun, without expending it through movement.

Furthermore, ruminants can derive nutrition from dietary fiber, a "lump of glucose" that humans can't process, by letting bacteria break it down. They eat grass, but what they actually absorb are the bacteria and their secretions. That's how a cow can maintain its massive frame on a diet of salad without dressing.

Of course, to get the marbling of Japanese Wagyu beef, you have to feed them grains.

A large, herbivorous animal that excretes uric acid and is strong enough to pull a carriage. It was slightly different from what I had imagined. But from the perspective of domestication, this could be an advantage.

I recalled that there was a ruminating herbivorous dinosaur related to Tyrannosaurus rex. The Chilisaurs, I think. That would fit the bipedal gait and three-toed feet we saw in the tracks.

"Is the grass it ate hay?"

"I can't tell you that much. My business is meat. But... I can ask a ranch about the difference between winter and summer dung."

"Please do."

The Empire had likely been maintaining this animal in the kingdom for several months. How they managed to feed it was crucial information, as it would be directly related to how they planned to "operate" these animals within the kingdom.

"Got it. All that's left is this..."

Dalgan separated some grain-like particles from the fibrous, mostly digested mass. Undigested seeds, probably from some kind of grass, not large like wheat.

"Director, could you check if these grains contain any magic?" I asked Fulsy, who was making a face.

"I can't be certain with such a small amount, but there's a faint trace in the center of the husks. I see. The fact that it favored these plants strongly suggests it's a type of monster," Fulsy said, quickly discarding the paper he had used for the measurement.

So, it was a magic-infused plant. The leaves might have even been red. This wasn't a case of an ordinary animal accidentally eating something strange. They must have brought the feed with them from the Empire.

"...It seems the Empire possesses the technology to domesticate a small, herbivorous dinosaur. A small dragon," I stated my conclusion.

That explained why the imperial carriage was so over-engineered. They probably weren't worried about us discovering just the undercarriage. What's more, the fleeing Biral had been riding one of these creatures. Dragoons, of all things.

"That's absolutely outrageous."

"We're supposed to fight a country that has something like that?"

Even Fulsy seemed to realize this wasn't the time for jokes or indulging his intellectual curiosity.

"The problem is how many the Empire can field," I said.

Five, or even ten, would have auxiliary tactical value. They could be used as couriers, for instance, capable of moving at high speed day or night, regardless of terrain. If they could deploy a hundred, they would have purely military significance. A thousand, and the kingdom itself could be destroyed. After all, conventional weapons would be ineffective against them, they would be far faster than horses, and they probably had much greater stamina.

"Domesticating monsters... how on earth do they do it?"

I took it back. Fulsy's face was now that of a child who had just discovered a new toy. Still, his question was important. No matter how powerful these creatures were, logistics would always be a bottleneck. If the Empire were to invade, they might try to seize control of the area around the Red Forests.

"Hey, if you're saying it's a dragon, wouldn't that pollen we have work on it?" Dalgan asked.

He was right. The animal’s respiratory system was likely based on air sacs. That pollen could be our trump card. Or maybe not...

"Excuse me, Dalgan-senpai, but I'd like to request some additional research on the pollen. Something like a duck, as close as possible..." I made another request, and Dalgan nodded.

"So how do we find out how many of these dragon-horses, these horse-dragons, the Empire can prepare?" Fulsy asked. Why did he sound so envious?

"Regarding that, I have one lead," I said, looking over at Mia. We had to investigate the second thing the Empire had left behind.
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			A crowd of officials, no, bureaucrats, passed by in the hallway. The men and women, dressed like figures in portraits you might see on the wall of a music room, walked silently with expressionless faces.

This was the heart of national politics, the stronghold of all regulation. *It’s starting to feel like enemy territory. Well, the nation's stability is its foundation, so I can't just complain.*

"Mia, you've been here once before, right? I think it was just before the dragon came to Kurtheite."

I spoke to the girl accompanying me.

"With Princess Alfina and the Grand Duchess, yes. This seems like the kind of place you wouldn't like, Ricardo-senpai."

"That's true, but it's not a problem."

Today, Mia was the star of the show. I was just her escort.

"R, Ricardo Vinder!? What are you doing here?"

A young man stopped ahead of us in the hall. Who was he again?

"...Leonard Grynisias," Mia whispered to me.

Oh, right, him. Come to think of it, he was the Chancellor's second son. He was a fourth-year last year, so he must have graduated. Hired by his father's office through connections. Whoops, nepotism is the norm here, not the exception. In fact, you can't get hired any other way.

"So, why is a commoner... a student, here?" the alumnus demanded, closing the distance between us.

"Haha, I have some business with your father, Leonard-senpai..."

I showed him the letters of introduction from the commander of the Anti-Monster Knight Order, the Grand Duchess Bertold, and the Great Sage. Leonard looked as if he had seen something unbelievable. Still, he agreed to guide us.

*I did just put Hilda in her place at that tea party the other day. He's strangely earnest, or perhaps dutiful, in an odd way. Or maybe the son is becoming neutral to match his father's change in position. Unlike in modern Japan, the unit of action and decision-making here isn't the individual, but the family. In that sense, nepotism is a given.* I wish there were a little more freedom, but now is not the time for that.

"I hear the Empire sent a notice. It was supposedly quite aggressive. What do you think?" I asked, wanting to get a feel for the general sentiment among the bureaucrats.

"Why would you... Everyone is laughing, saying, 'That barbarian nation only survives on food from our kingdom.' I hear the commander of the First Knight Order is furious about being falsely accused of abducting the Imperial Princess," Leonard said.

For the Empire, it was effectively the expulsion of their ambassador and the detention of their princess. For those who know the truth, it's a brazenly shameless claim, but these kinds of moves aren't about facts. They are just declarations of their own convenient narrative. I figured that was how it would be spun within the Empire. The Kingdom's reaction, however, was deeply depressing. We don't have the luxury for that kind of attitude.

◇◇

The office was simple for a man of his position. On the wide desk, neatly organized documents were sorted into categories.

"I heard from Prince Craig about the Empire's 'horses'."

The head of the administration's tone was calm, as if he were simply confirming facts. It was much better than being met with panic or emotional denial. Incidentally, his son had fled outside the door with a single stern glance from his father.

"If it is confirmed as fact, you will be duly rewarded."

"The key players in the analysis were the Great Sage and the Dalgan Company, so please do not be mistaken."

I ducked behind my shield. It was the truth, so there was no problem. Besides, I felt that Dalgan, unlike me, could properly handle that kind of honor.

"...Today's business is about breaking a code, I hear."

"An amateur could not possibly break it. It is unthinkable to allow such a dubious commoner to handle state secrets."

The man in a civil official's uniform, who looked to be in his mid-twenties and was standing by the Chancellor's side, spoke up. His pride seemed to be wounded.

*Even I, with my self-preservation-first attitude, don't want to make waves like this. But the situation doesn't allow for it.*

"We can't judge whether she can break it or not until we see it," I said, glancing at Mia.

It all depended on the complexity of the Imperial cipher, but Mia should be able to tell just by looking at it.

"...First, I will tell you the circumstances under which the coded documents were secured," the Chancellor said.

It was the morning Biral had fled. After Princess Lisabet and Biral left the residence through separate gates, the city guard, which operates under the Chancellor, stormed the building. In the envoy head's room, they found one of the handmaidens burning a bundle of documents and apprehended her. She was quite something, apparently trying to shove the smoldering papers into the fireplace with her bare hands, ignoring the burns.

"Here it is. Now, read it for us."

The civil official made an absurd demand. Even if it were written in plaintext, neither Mia nor I could read it. The spoken language was apparently almost the same, but we didn't know the Imperial written language. Besides, those kinds of documents are probably full of expressions only an expert could interpret.

At the hands of the disgruntled man, the documents, some with scorched marks, were spread on the table. They ranged from almost perfectly preserved pages to ones that were half ash. Even scraps with only a few lines were neatly organized and numbered. A thorough job.

There were about fifteen decent documents. With this many samples, we should be able to manage.

The letters looked like Latin. At a glance, there were no spaces or periods. No line breaks either. This alone showed that some care was put into the encryption. It clearly wasn't a simple Caesar cipher, shifting letters by three.

"What do you think, Mia?"

"...I think it will be fine," Mia said after a quick look at the documents.

"What? How can you be so certain? If you're going to make such a bold claim, then read what it says." The official's eyes widened at the girl's words.

"I am also interested. Surely you are not going to say you have the codebook," the Chancellor said, his gaze turning almost cruel.

No, no, the codebook would have been the first thing they burned. Ah, so the suspicion that we're Imperial counter-spies hasn't gone away yet.

"Senpai."

Mia looked at me. I nodded. Showing them how it was done would clear up the misunderstanding.

"I have no idea what this text means. However, I can see that the arrangement of these symbols has enough redundancy, or in other words, patterns, to be deciphered."

"What are you talking about? Hey!"

After her overly brief explanation, Mia turned back to the documents. Once she enters the world of numbers, Mia can sometimes be even worse at reading the room than I am. The two men, young and old, stared blankly. Four gazes, filled with renewed suspicion, focused on me. As the escort, I supposed I should at least play the role of commentator.

"Um, well. What we are trying to do now is extract information from this sequence of characters, right?" With Mia now engrossed in her puzzle, I decided to start from the beginning. "You see, the characters here are just ink stains arranged regularly on paper. They are not a random spatter of ink."

On a piece of paper before me, I wrote a single character from the Kingdom, the 'V' for Vinder. Next to it, I made a random dot with about the same amount of ink.

What separates a random ink stain from a letter is a pattern. More specifically, lines and curves. The two of them looked at me as if this were obvious.

"And text is the same. The Kingdom's alphabet has twenty-seven letters, but arranging those twenty-seven letters randomly will not result in a meaningful sentence."

To be precise, there is a chance it could become a meaningful sentence. If you randomly arrange twenty-seven letters, you might happen to get THIS or WHAT. It is a famous example, but if you have a monkey hit a typewriter, the probability of it producing Hamlet is not zero. However, that text would have no meaning, because the monkey did not intend to write Hamlet. In any case, as long as human will is involved, a pattern will inevitably emerge. Conversely, that pattern is the meaning.

"In other words, we can distinguish between a meaningful sequence of letters and a meaningless one, even without understanding the meaning at all," I said.

The Chancellor listened in silence, but the young official looked like he was about to snap. I'm already breaking this down as much as I can. They wouldn't understand if I started talking about calculating the entropy of the algorithm in the brain that generates the text. I don't even understand it myself.

"The behavior of the 'meaning' within a text exists independently of the 'clothes' the characters are wearing. For instance, Chancellor, couldn't you tell just by looking at their backs whether your subordinates are doing meaningful work or just pretending to be busy?"

"...I see."

Despite my attempt at wit, the Chancellor's expression turned grim. And for some reason, the young official looked uncomfortable.

When visualized, humans are fairly excellent pattern recognition machines. However, when abstracted one level up, as with text, the difficulty skyrockets. That is where statistics comes in. Statistics is a method for calculating the deviation from randomness, in other words, the degree of patterning.

Using the earlier example, a randomly scattered ink stain would form a normal distribution around the pen tip. A letter, on the other hand, would not.

Well, for someone who can see the world of numbers, that rule doesn't apply. Just then, Mia looked up from beside me.

"Senpai, I am finished."
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			"The most important part is finished. So, how many different characters are there in the Imperial script?"

"You were doing this without even knowing that? Your Excellency, this is utterly absurd."

The civil official grew angry at the words of a girl a decade his junior.

"Answer him, Kyle."

"...Thirty-four."

"These documents are all composed of thirty characters. I suspect that several vowels have been omitted."

As anyone familiar with English abbreviations knows, you can generally understand the meaning of words even with the vowels removed.

"Then what is the average number of characters in an Imperial word?"

"What meaning could that possibly have... It shouldn't be that different from the Kingdom's language."

"Very well, let's assume ninety percent of words fall within six characters, plus or minus two, just as in our kingdom. If we then assume the vowels have been removed, it's conceivable that this symbol, 'Λ' or Lyuda, which appears every four characters on average, is functioning as a space. Similarly, if we knew the average number of words in an Imperial sentence, we could deduce the symbol that marks a sentence's end, what would be a period in our language."

"Wha... What are you saying?"

Mia, still not fully returned from her world of numbers, explained. The civil official was completely flustered. And just like that, two symbols were deciphered.

"Incidentally, this text doesn't use a single cipher. The characters have been substituted using at least three different cipher tables."

Mia divided the documents with enough legible characters into three piles. Mia's ability to recognize patterns at a glance is exceptional, but presented this way, even I could vaguely discern the three different types.

I imagine the Chancellor and the civil official could at least perceive that *something* was different. The proof was the way the official snapped his mouth shut. And, the way the Chancellor's gaze grew even harsher.

"What is your evidence for the existence of three cipher tables?" the Chancellor asked.

"In the group of documents on the right, the most frequent characters appear in the order of Θ, Sylda. Ω, Olmu. and Γ, Garma. In the middle group, the order is Α, Aphra. Ζ, Zethi. and Ε, Eylon. And on the left, it begins with Ε... In other words, the Θ from the right-hand documents, the Α from the middle, and the Ε from the left all represent the same character once decrypted."

It’s easier to understand if you think of it in terms of English. The twenty-six letters of the alphabet are not used with equal frequency. Anyone can tell that letters like 'i' and 'e' appear often. That frequency is naturally carried over even after encryption. For any text of sufficient length, while the content may differ, the pattern of the most frequent characters will be nearly identical, especially for the top few.

Suppose you used three different cipher tables to encrypt three different English short stories. At first glance, the most frequent character in each of the three texts would appear to be different. However, their percentage of use would be almost the same.

If the percentages of the top three most frequent characters in the documents are nearly identical, but the characters themselves are different, you can infer the existence of multiple cipher tables.

That pattern of most frequent characters is likely what Mia identified with a single look. Of course, only someone with a special talent like Mia could do such a thing instantly, but it's a feat anyone can accomplish with pen and paper. You just have to count.

Even if some vowels are missing, you can simply calculate a few different hypotheses.

"What is the frequency of character appearance in standard Imperial texts? You must have plenty of ordinary documents written in their language, correct?" Mia said. The civil official rose to his feet with a stiff, awkward motion.

"This document likely substitutes Α with Θ, and Ω with Λ. After that, by considering common letter arrangements in words, you should be able to identify the substituted characters, just like solving a fill-in-the-blanks puzzle. With each character you identify, the difficulty of guessing the next may increase, but at the same time, the number of possibilities decreases and the surrounding information grows, making the remaining identifications easier. Exponentially easier."

Next is the pattern of letter arrangements. In English, for instance, combinations like 'TH' and 'WH' appear frequently. A past-tense word will likely end in 'ed'. Furthermore, while English might have consecutive vowels, it rarely has consecutive consonants. That might be another reason the Imperial cipher omits vowels.

Of course, since it's a coded message, they might also be abbreviating common phrases. In that case, one would just need to recalculate the character frequencies based on that assumption.

During the Second World War, the ciphers of Germany and Japan were broken by mathematicians. The contributions of Alan Turing, a forefather of computer theory, are particularly famous.

Both of those ciphers involved far more complex processes than this Imperial one. They didn't just substitute letters. they used dates and random numbers to try and erase any patterns.

But even a primitive computer could find those patterns.

It's an inescapable reality, tied to the fundamental principles of how "meaning" itself can arise. Turing didn't break the code simply because he was good at math. his success was backed by a profound understanding of the very concept of computation.

Incidentally, what our brains do with language is fundamentally the same thing.

"From the perspective of pattern manipulation, this is extremely simple."

Mia looked down at the state secrets with calm eyes. The two men sitting opposite her now had expressions of people who had just been shown something deeply unsettling. *This is bad.*

"I believe you understand now. This method is the key to solving *all* ciphers based on character substitution."

I'll say it again. The two men before us were on the verge of a terrifying realization. What Mia had just done was effectively kill every simple cipher in this world.

This was now a major crisis for my self-preservation. The lives of two commoners were hanging by a thread.

"What's your assessment?"

"...The Kingdom's ciphers require a complete overhaul. Against someone who knows this principle, changing the cipher tables as much as you want is meaningless."

The civil official's shoulders slumped in defeat. The Chancellor's eyes grew even colder. See? He's glaring at us even more intensely than when he suspected we were Imperial spies.

"B-By the way, the Knight Order is already proceeding with that task," I added quickly. It wouldn't do for them to get the idea that they could monopolize this fundamental principle just by getting rid of two commoners.

"As for the rest, please read the contents and inform us later. Neither of us can read the Imperial written language. However, if you don't tell us exactly what's in them, we won't be able to determine their connection to the Horse-Dragons."

I pressed the point, making it clear that they would be the ones to manage the information, which would satisfy their ego and desire for control. Behold the mirror of commoners, the ultimate secret to self-preservation.

"So Fulsy, the Grand Duchess, and even the prince were nothing more than your shields?"

Even after I laid out my perfectly prepared defenses, the Chancellor's eyes held no trace of a smile. I, a professional at self-preservation, had been so careful, yet it had little effect.

"What do you desire?" the Chancellor repeated.

It’s been a while since I’ve had an exchange like this. Thinking back, Fulsy and Noel were lost in their passion for knowledge and were quite lax, and even Euphillia and Craig were soft in their own way.

"...If I must say, I have two requests. They're quite audacious, but will you still hear them?"

"Speak."

"The first is to create a system for the organized observation of magic vein fluctuations. I want to establish a more detailed observation network, not just in the eastern and western Red Forests, but also near the center of the great river, which has become a magical territory."

"Oh?"

The Chancellor looked at me as if wondering how I planned to overthrow the state with that. *It's the complete opposite.*

"Um, the data we obtain would then be combined with the frequency of the crystal's signals. If enough data is accumulated, we might be able to get a rough idea of a disaster's scale, timing, and direction, even without the Oracle Princess."

"Hoh. Are you trying to tell me you're just a young fool who's fallen for the princess?" the Chancellor said.

"W-Why would you jump to that conclusion? Since individuals with the aptitude of an Oracle Princess are rare, isn't creating a system that doesn't rely on them as much as possible a natural requirement for national security? Am I wrong? Surely you can understand that much."

I rattled on, breaking out in a cold sweat for some reason. Under the table, Mia stomped on my foot. *Crap, I said too much.*

"A seat in the Chancellor's Office—"

"I am content to be a merchant my entire life," I said. Court service is the last thing I want.

".........If, by some small chance, I determine that those words are true, then when the Oracle Princess is freed from her role, I shall offer you a measure of cooperation."

The Chancellor spoke. I didn't understand his meaning, but I wondered what kind of compromise he had just reached in his own mind.

"And the second?"

"Ah, yes. Well, it concerns the other source of information left by the Empire. A meeting with Princess Lisabet."

This was the request I'd planned all along. If Craig or Euphillia were to approach the First Knight Order, who currently held the princess, the request would almost certainly be denied. The Chancellor and the First Knight Order were apparently not on friendly terms, but this route should be far more viable.

Of course, the aftermath would be difficult. Unlike the last two tasks, this would be the most difficult form of information gathering for someone like me, who has terrible communication skills.

"In order to create a new cipher, that girl of yours—" the Chancellor called out as we were about to take our leave. I motioned for Mia to step back behind me. Taking a deep breath, I faced the old man.

"With all due respect, Your Excellency, there are things a commoner can do, and things they cannot."

From the Chancellor's position, his request wasn't strange, but we have our own position to maintain. If that line is crossed, we will have to fight, regardless of status or who is right or wrong.

Commoners have the right to live peaceful, quiet lives... no, that's not it. It's simply that no such right is guaranteed to anyone, be they commoner or noble.

And to that end, we'll need that purple-haired Imperial Princess to be of some use to us.
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			Unlike the rugged Anti-Monster Knight Order, the headquarters of the First Knight Order, supposedly the cornerstone of the Royal Capital's defense, had an elegant atmosphere.

"There are fewer people here than I expected, isn't it."

The First Knight Order was supposed to be smaller than the Anti-Monster Knight Order, but even so, there weren't many people in sight.

"Most of the members are heads of noble houses. It's not as if they can be at headquarters all the time," Claudia, who had accompanied Alfina, explained.

*I see. Even their clothes are different. Of course, the knights of the Anti-Monster Order are on a different level from commoners, but still.*

"If a war were to break out, not against monsters but against humans, the knights here would lead the soldiers from their own domains and serve as commanders of their respective units," Hyde, who had also come along, added.

*I get it. So calling them a royal guard is only because there's no war. It's like only the upper echelons of the military have been organized. Since commoner soldiers are almost useless against monsters, it's different from the Anti-Monster Knight Order, which is structured as a purely knightly force. Still, isn't this a little too lax...*

"In that case, if the Empire were to attack..."

"Well now, Your Highness Alfina. To have you grace us with a visit is the utmost honor."

A particularly large, magnificently dressed man stopped in the middle of the hallway. He was a middle-aged man, muscular and sturdy, the very picture of a veteran knight. His family crest was embroidered on the lining of his tasseled mantle, and the hilt of the sword at his waist was adorned with gold and silver patterns and jewels. Based on his attire alone, he looked to be of much higher rank than someone like Prince Craig.

"Marquis."

*So this is the Commander of the First Knight Order. A marquis, a title I'm not familiar with. The fact that my immediate reaction was to think a marquis isn't a big deal must mean my sense of these things is numb. The density of royalty and their ilk around me is just too high. I need to think about rehabilitating my self-preservation mentality. A baron is a big deal, you know. He's a courtier. ...It's no use. When I think of a baron, the only person who comes to mind is Fulsy.*

"I understand you are here today to visit a former schoolmate."

The sarcasm was so thick even I could tell. How kind of him to be so considerate of my poor communication skills.

Our attire was our academy uniform, and we were, in fact, students. It was probably natural for him to think that. But his tone was spiteful and his gaze unfriendly.

This was the man who, after we had made a request through the Chancellor in Alfina's name, had sent back a reply telling us to come to him if we wanted a meeting.

*To have distinguished himself in the Fellbach Rebellion means he fought against Alfina's maternal grandfather. Is this more about his displeasure at having his duties encroached upon than a fear of her connections to the Empire?*

"Is that not disrespectful to Lady Alfina, the Oracle Princess of Prophecy?" Claudia said.

"Ah, the daughter of Count Adele. Should we come to blows with the Empire, the Second Knight Order will fall under our command. I expect you to contribute greatly. At the very least, you seem to be proficient at transporting provisions."

*He's even holding a grudge about the carriage race. We were so preoccupied with the Imperial carriage that we'd completely forgotten we were even competing against them. You were just an extra. How petty to be such a sore loser after getting crushed so badly. What's more, it seems he hasn't gotten over his rivalry with the much more active Anti-Monster Knight Order. The biggest problem is his complete lack of any sense of crisis regarding the Empire. Is this man really going to be the commander in a war against them?*

◇◇

Fortunately, the Commander of the First Knight Order quickly retired to his office. A knight of the First Order, assigned to us by the Marquis's command, guided us to a room in the back.

"Lady Alfina. Thank you for coming with me today," I said in front of the room.

When I thought about it, the First Knight Order headquarters must have been a place Alfina would have preferred not to set foot in.

"I'm worried about you, Ricardo-kun."

"Haha, of course, I'm counting on you."

*My communication skills are far too unreliable to extract information from an Imperial princess, so this is a real help. However, depending on how things go, I may have to use Lisabet. When that happens, I'll need to be the one to get my hands dirty. Considering the post-war situation, I want to preserve the connection between Alfina and Lisabet. As someone who isn't royalty or anything of the sort, it's fine for my contact with Lisabet to be indirect.*

"I... I won't let you lay a single finger on the princess."

The maid who had prepared tea for us that day stood defiantly before her mistress, glaring at us as we entered. There was supposed to be another maid serving as a guard, but I suppose there was no way such a dangerous person would be left with a captive from an enemy nation.

"...Your Highness Alfina. And Vinder-dono, as well..."

Behind the maid stood Lisabet, dressed in simple room clothes. She kept her face down, looking haggard.

"First, allow me to express my gratitude. Thanks to Your Highness Lisabet's warning, we were able to keep the damage from this recent calamity to a minimum," Alfina said as soon as we were seated at the wooden table.

If I had said that, it would have sounded like, "Hahaha, thanks to your little slip-up, we managed to foil your plan, serves you right!" But when Alfina said it, it sounded like she was genuinely grateful. And well, she probably was. Of course, given the circumstances, Lisabet herself likely didn't know the monsters were going to be released.

Still, whenever I see someone, I try to read between the lines. In a way, that means I lack the confidence to see what's on the surface. I think a person who can truly read people doesn't try to find hidden meanings, but sees the hidden truth from what is openly presented.

"!"

Lisabet looked at Alfina as if she couldn't believe what she was hearing.

"Th-that's right. Th-the princess knew nothing..."

"Ann. That is enough."

Lisabet stopped the maid who had tried to defend her mistress at the first opportunity.

It was the right call. Frankly, in this situation, Lisabet's own intentions were irrelevant. For example, she was used as a decoy this time so the Imperial envoy could escape. She was a victim twice over. But to the Kingdom, she had simply played a role in helping the main culprit of the Empire's bioterrorism escape.

"Then, would you be willing to tell us your objective, Your Highness Lisabet?" I asked. Time to play the part of the tactician with zero virtue.

"I... I told you, the princess... I apologize."

The maid squared her shoulders in anger, but she fell silent under Lisabet's gaze.

"My objective, you say?"

"Not the objective you were sent to the Kingdom with, Your Highness Lisabet, but the objective *you* came to the Kingdom with."

"...You would not believe me."

"I won't believe you. I will simply make a judgment," I said. Alfina looked at me with a complicated expression. *Was that too harsh? But this is the best I can do.*

"You truly are an interesting person. Strangely, hearing you say that puts my mind at ease."

Lisabet finally smiled. Then, slowly, she began to speak. The tragic state of her hometown was recounted from lips that had lost some of their color. Her hometown, close to the Blood Mountains, or rather her mother's hometown, was suffering from repeated dragon attacks.

What's more, the dragon was apparently showing signs of being in its child-rearing phase. If things continued, they could expect attacks from multiple dragons in the future. I see. *A dragon family visiting the shop. They don't pay. They wreck the place. And their order is live humans. No wonder she's so desperate.*

"I see. However, doesn't the Empire have a unit dedicated to defeating monsters? One large enough that you could dispatch forces to the Kingdom?" I said pointedly.

"............Regarding that, I cannot give you the details. However, everything has its priorities. Is it not the same in the Kingdom?" Lisabet said.

Her hometown was near monster territory, and the land was probably not very fertile. In other words, for the central government of the Empire, it had poor cost-effectiveness. Well, that much I had already guessed. But that remote land, worthless to the Empire, was of great interest to me.

"Just what you can talk about is fine, but could you tell me a little more about your hometown, Your Highness Lisabet? Even things unrelated to monsters."

My words brought a look of confusion to Lisabet's face. But slowly, as if confirming the details herself, she began to talk about the basin. That it was a producer of buckwheat and beans, and that despite looking out over a river and fertile plains, they could do nothing but gaze upon them because of the monsters.

"Fufu, I would love for you to visit sometime, Vinder-dono."

"Yes. I would like to do that as soon as possible."

I couldn't help but jump at Lisabet's words. *Ah, that was a social pleasantry... no, a kind of sarcasm, wasn't it?*

"Um, Ricardo-kun. Right now, with the Empire..." Alfina looked at me with a worried expression.

"Ah, ah, of course I don't mean right away."

*I let my personal objective show a little too much there.* In any case, I could believe her "personal objective." It was certain that she had been pained by the suffering of the Kingdom's people at the hands of monsters. Of course, she likely had the ulterior motive of building a connection with Prince Craig, and her actions might have changed if she had known it was an Imperial terror plot.

But I judged that I could form a relationship of mutual interest with her. In other words, Lisabet had value to me. To put it a bit more gently, I had value to her, as well. We could create a relationship where we could both profit by exchanging what we each possessed.

It was a very merchant-like judgment.

"In that case, I would like to tell you the secret to defeating dragons, Your Highness Lisabet."

I decided to start doing business. Though given the circumstances, I couldn't be completely honest.

"Vinder-dono?"

Lisabet was shocked.

"Hey!" "Ricardo, that's..."

Hyde and Claudia, who had been listening silently behind me, grew flustered. But I silenced the son and daughter of the count with a gesture and took a paper-wrapped packet from my breast pocket.

Of course, I had gotten Prince Craig's permission. When I unfolded the triangularly folded paper, a purple powder was revealed. I briefly explained this pollen's effect on dragons.

"So, you can suppress a dragon's breath and its ability to fly with that poison..."

"That's right."

"...If that's true, then a dragon's power could be halved, no, even less than that, couldn't it? That is why the Kingdom could subjugate it so easily.... Is this not an incredible secret? ...Why would you reveal such a secret on your own authority, Vinder-dono..."

Lisabet voiced two sources of confusion.

"That is because Ricardo-kun was the one who discovered this pollen," Alfina said.

*Establishing credibility is important. Otherwise, she won't even give it a try.*

"Then, Vinder-dono, you are responsible not only for the bearings and the bean jam, but you also played a role in stopping the disaster from the prophecy?" Lisabet said, her face a mask of astonishment.

*So they were investigating things like the bearings. I'll have to be careful if the Empire has taken an interest in me.*

"I found it hard to believe from my investigations alone. So, it was you, Vinder-dono, who repeatedly fended off the monsters and made arrangements to enrich the people of Bertold and its surroundings..."

Lisabet stared at me, dumbfounded.

"No, I was just the catalyst, you could say. I myself have no aptitude for magic, no talent for leading an army, and no ability to govern a domain."

*Stop overestimating me. It's bad for my stomach and my life.*

"To put it another way, that means even without a talent for magic..."

Lisabet leaned forward over the table, her gaze piercing me. It was a heated gaze, completely different from before. *Am I in danger of being assassinated?*

"R-Ricardo-kun. Perhaps we should return to the topic of the pollen."

Alfina's suggestion brought me back. Right, that was the most important thing. For Lisabet's interests, and for my own.

Recalling the results of Dalgan's investigation that I had been given before coming here, I proceeded with the conversation. Revealing only the parts of the truth I chose, pushing it as far as I could.

"Of course, since the dragon that attacked Kurtheite and the dragon that attacks Your Highness Lisabet's hometown are not exactly the same, I cannot guarantee that this will work. However..."

◇◇

"Thanks to you, it looks like things will work out somehow," I said to Alfina as we walked out into the corridor.

The secret to dragon subjugation that the Empire had been so fixated on. Now that Lisabet knew it, her value to the Empire had skyrocketed. Now, how to leverage this in both the short and long term?

"...I am glad I came with you."

Alfina stopped walking.

"Ricardo-kun."

"Yes?"

"Your Highness Lisabet... she won't go back to the Empire or anything, will she?" she asked me, looking forlorn. She looked up at me, her eyes glistening slightly.

"O-of course not."

What I want in the future is next to her hometown, and that's not Imperial territory. And for now, it's safest to leave dealing with Lisabet to Alfina.

Perhaps I will eventually...
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			The grand council chamber of the royal palace was dominated by needlessly thick pillars and walls covered in ornate, ostentatious murals. One by one, the lords of the kingdom filed in. Seeing the seats fill up from the back, it seemed they were being seated according to rank after all.

From my perspective, the Second Prince's faction, our enemies, sat to my left, while the Third Prince's faction, our allies, sat to my right.

Sandwiched between them were the neutral nobles, or rather, the great majority, who looked uncomfortably from side to side. Only the Commander of the First Knight Order, seated squarely in the center of the front row, maintained a composed, dignified air.

At the far end of the chamber, a temporary dais had been erected. Seated in a garish chair between a blackwood lectern and a large map was Fulsy, looking thoroughly displeased. I stood behind him in my role as his assistant. I was, of course, just as displeased, but I kept it from showing on my face.

Eight on the right, our allies. Eight on the left, our enemies. And a little over twenty neutrals. A total audience of just under forty people. These were the leading figures among the nobility. I think the kingdom had just over three hundred nobles of baronial rank or higher. If I recall, the number of daimyo families during the Edo period was about the same. I'm sure there was a phrase, the "three hundred lords."

The elderly, newly-minted baron sitting in front of me was treated as a so-called expert, though he likely had no voting rights. As for me, I was probably not even counted as a human being by more than half the people here.

The last of the subjects to arrive were our own Grand Duchess Euphillia of Bertold and the Grand Duke of Kurtheite. Without so much as a nod to one another, they parted ways and moved to the front row seats on the right and left, respectively.

Zatt.

As I wondered why both Grand Dukes remained standing, everyone else suddenly rose to their feet. A beat later, Fulsy also stood. Then, they all bowed their heads toward the entrance.

*Oh, right. This is a royal council.*

I, who should have been a beat or two slower, was perfectly composed. I had been standing from the start.

Led by the Chancellor, the King and the Second and Third Princes took their seats on a raised platform. The central seat was, of course, the throne.

How could I see this, you ask. Because I forgot to lower my head. But it's fine. A piece of decoration doesn't need to bow, right.

"This royal council to determine our policy toward the Empire will now commence."

The meeting began with the Chancellor's declaration. First came the explanation of the situation. This was why Fulsy had been summoned.

"...The most terrifying aspect of this monster is that its true form is a swarm."

First, it was explained that the recent disaster was caused by a monster unleashed by the Empire. Fulsy became eloquent only when describing the monster's biology, but no one in the chamber was focused on that.

For the first time in fifty years, and for the first time in the twenty years since the Fellbach Rebellion, the Empire had made a move against the kingdom.

The neutral faction began to murmur. To the left, in the Second Prince's faction, the Grand Duke of Kurtheite looked as though he had bitten into a bitter bug. Agitation was visible among his retinue. For some reason, even the Second Prince had a look of surprise on his face.

Next, the fact that the Empire was using monsters more powerful than horses was explained. This was the result of the dung analysis I conducted with Dalgan and Mia's codebreaking. Incidentally, the decoded message suggested the Empire could mobilize at least several hundred Horse-Dragons.

Prince Craig and Euphillia, seated on the right, maintained a calm demeanor. The nobles in the center were showing their agitation openly. And as for the Grand Duke of Kurtheite and the Second Prince, the ones I should be watching most closely...

*Huh, why do they look so shaken? Are they flustered that we know this much about the Empire's internal affairs?*

Incidentally, the decoded message had also hinted at the existence of another unit comparable to the Horse-Dragon force. That information was being withheld for now. Unlike the Horse-Dragons, there was no clear evidence, and the details were unknown. Why I know things most of the kingdom's nobles don't is a mystery to me.

Fulsy finished his explanation and returned to his seat. He might have gotten a little too carried away with his personal interests, but I thought it was a good presentation. The Empire had conspired to throw the kingdom into chaos using a monster called a slime mold and was now preparing for an invasion with another monster, the Horse-Dragon.

It was a clear, simple scenario revolving around the Empire's monster weaponry.

"The Empire's hostility towards the kingdom, a first since the last war, is clear. Nevertheless, the Empire accuses the kingdom of unilaterally expelling their envoy and capturing Princess Lisabet, and has demanded outrageous reparations. I have gathered you, my lords, to discuss how to respond to this situation."

The Chancellor added an update on the diplomatic situation.

Now, how will the kingdom's great and powerful leaders judge the information they've been given. I hope they'll show judgment worthy of the fat salaries they're paid. After all, the continuation of those fat salaries is on the line.

"Hold a moment. Is the baron's explanation not somewhat exaggerated. For an 'attack by the Empire,' not a single knight was lost in the recent disaster, let alone a single commoner. Am I wrong."

"Indeed. Is this not simply the Anti-Monster Knight Order exaggerating a trivial incident to promote their achievements in their first campaign. I have also received reports that this so-called powerful monster was burned away by mere villagers."

The one who stood was the Grand Duke of Kurtheite. The one who chimed in was the Second Prince. The prince's words were true. To prepare for any stragglers from the cleanup, we had informed the surrounding villages how to deal with the Mucus if it appeared. The Mucus in this area could be handled that way.

My fists clenched involuntarily. *It's natural for an enemy to be hostile. In state-level relations, 'enemy' and 'ally' are merely positions. You don't have the luxury of hatred, and contempt is out of the question. What's needed, first and foremost, is vigilance. Furthermore, you must never close the door to dialogue. That holds true even for the Empire. The enemy is human. But traitors aren't even enemies. They don't deserve to be treated as humans. It's not because they literally aren't, I'm sure they have their own positions and justifications. It's just that they are that dangerous of a presence. Yet the unwitting traitor is the one who gets angry at being treated as an enemy in the first place. Well, looking at the history of my old world, such factions existed regardless of time or place, east or west. In that sense, I guess they're a perfectly normal phenomenon.*

"However, it is a fact that the Imperial envoy and princess fled without any explanation."

The Commander of the First Knight Order stood up. The gazes of the neutral faction focused on him. He was a military man, at least. I wanted to expect some decent judgment from him.

"But I must admit I have my doubts about these so-called Horse-Dragons. Can mere humans, the Empire of all people, truly tame such a powerful monster. I hate to suspect it, but could this be a ploy by the Commander of the Anti-Monster Knight Order to assert that he should have command in a war with the Empire."

*I hadn't thought of that. What an original opinion. Instead of the threat these monsters pose to the kingdom, his first thought is of the threat to his own authority.*

*Please, just shut your mouth, and while you're at it, stop breathing. Preferably forever. No, wait, that might be a bad idea. In cases like this, the number two is usually even worse. At the very least, I'd have to assess whoever would rise up to replace him before chopping his head off. And I don't have the time for that.*

"Indeed. If such a thing truly exists, I would like to see it for myself."

A comment flew from the group in the middle. Judging by his seat in the back, he was likely a viscount. As a commoner, I barely knew the faces of any of the kingdom's nobles. You think I'm unprepared for a meeting like this. Fulsy's communication error meant I only heard about it two days ago.

"In any case, our border defenses have grown lax over the past fifty years. Would it not be meaningful to review them, regardless of the cause."

The noble sitting next to the First Knight Commander spoke. Ah, that was the First Princess's husband, a duke. His comment was noncommittal, and insufficient given the circumstances, but it was at least a reasonable opinion.

"Would such a move not merely provoke the Empire. The Empire cannot survive without our kingdom's food. Defying the kingdom would be a suicidal act, one I cannot believe they would commit."

The Grand Duke of Kurtheite said. The nobles around him immediately voiced their agreement, going on about how their fiefs' finances were strained from dragon damages. In short, they didn't want to spend money on national defense.

"If it comes to repairing forts that haven't been properly used in fifty years, the burden on us alone would be..."

Here and there, dissenting opinions began to rise from the neutral faction. From what they were saying, they sounded like nobles with territory in the west.

The Chancellor watched the conflict between east and west, and the flustered neutral faction caught in the middle, with a blank expression. A rather disjointed debate continued. With the Commander of the First Knight Order being critical of Craig, the hawks, our allies, were gradually put at a disadvantage.

The expressions on Euphillia and Craig were stern, but they hadn't changed much from the beginning. *Was this all within their expectations?*

It seemed I was the only naive one here. I had thought that if I just provided accurate and clear information, that the Empire was preparing to attack the kingdom using monster weapons, everyone would naturally unite against the enemy.

With the Second Prince's faction having recently lost much of its influence, and with the Chancellor having pulled the neutrals back to his side, I had mistakenly thought it wouldn't matter what they said.

In short, the psychological inertia regarding the current situation was strong. The unreality of this crisis that had fallen from the sky only helped it along. Looking at the ages of the participants, none of them had directly experienced the last war with the Empire.

In the end, the meeting, which was nothing more than an exchange of self-serving arguments, continued until the Chancellor proposed a recess.
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			Fulsy and I stepped out into the hallway and headed for the waiting room. It felt like a wasted effort, but there was nothing we could do. Fulsy was only there to provide explanations. He might have had the right to speak, but he likely had no vote, and I had no right to speak at all. The rest was up to Euphillia, Craig, and the Chancellor.

The corridor was filled with nobles gathered in small groups, whispering amongst themselves. Their faces were etched with anxiety. *They must be worried about getting caught in the conflict between the second and third princes.*

"Ricardo."

Halfway down the hall, Craig called out to me. He led me away from the conference room into a small chamber. Inside were Euphillia, the Chancellor, and Count Adele. Including Craig, all of them wore stern expressions. It seemed they were planning to readjust their tactics for the second half of the meeting.

"The problem is how dense that neutral faction is," Euphillia said to me. Apparently, among those voicing passive opinions were nobles who would actually suffer the most from an Imperial invasion.

"Some of the Imperial ciphers suggested they were making overtures to the western lords. However, we've seen no evidence of cooperation between those suspect western lords and Grand Duke Kurtheite or His Highness the Second Prince," the Chancellor said. It seemed the Second Prince's faction wasn't the only source of traitors in our midst. *Still, to think they’re keeping an eye on things like that. This is definitely beyond me.*

"What do you think, Ricardo?" Craig asked me.

This was my weakest area. If the previous meeting was like a session of parliament, this felt like a cabinet meeting. The Chancellor was looking at me, too. *I was hoping someone would throw me a lifeline, maybe by pointing out what a mere commoner could possibly know.*

"...I don't know. To begin with, what level of outcome are you hoping to achieve from this meeting?" I asked in return.

I was probably missing the point. I had fundamentally assumed that everyone would unite against the Empire.

"We have to make the neutral faction, at the very least, recognize the threat of the Empire, or this conversation goes nowhere. The First Knight Order, in particular, must be made to face reality. The fact that they survived the last disaster with almost no damage has become a hindrance."

"My second brother and the Grand Duke are a lost cause. It's doubtful they even understand what they're doing," Euphillia and Craig said.

So, the veteran politicians had judged that the Second Prince's faction was simply being used by the Empire. Considering the Chancellor's words, it meant the Empire didn't even see these traitors as allies.

*No, in that case, should I call the Second Prince's faction less of a traitor and more of an incompetent ally for now? Either way, they're a more terrifying presence than the enemy.*

Their judgment was far more reliable than mine, and judging by the reactions of the Eastern Grand Duke and the Second Prince when they heard the information about the Empire, it certainly felt that way.

"...Regarding this matter, the Empire has prepared thoroughly, whereas the Kingdom has... well, this meeting. In other words, what we lack most right now is time."

Since I couldn't possibly predict the votes, I first defined the problem. It was the unpleasant reality that we were already losing before the fight even began. If we hadn't obtained information about the magic veins and the Horse-Dragons, we would have been invaded without even realizing the Empire's hostility. However, the Empire must have had its own miscalculations. They probably intended to crush Bertold, the linchpin of the west, with a living battering ram and advance their strategy amidst the chaos.

"That's true enough, but what do we do specifically?"

"We make use of the Second Prince's faction. We should create a situation where the harder they work to protect their own position, which they equate with helping the Empire, the more it delays the Imperial invasion."

Let's use the spies as double agents. That was my proposal. In fact, since the Second Prince's faction was fundamentally an enemy, I had already considered how to deal with them. The seeds were already sown.

"Can you really pull off something that convenient?"

"The key is Princess Lisabet, whom we have in custody," I said.

"I trust this is a story we can tell Alfina?" Euphillia said for some reason. I didn't understand what she meant.

"Isn't Princess Lisabet a sacrificial pawn, left behind by the Empire to spark a war? They surely place no value on her," the Chancellor objected.

The Empire might have even left her behind as kindling for a conflict. Even if we returned her unconditionally as the Empire demanded, it would have no diplomatic meaning. But that was based on the situation at that time.

"Things are different now," I said, explaining that Lisabet now held the greatest piece of intelligence the Empire desired, the secret to defeating the dragons, which was the key to assessing the Kingdom's military strength.

"We will let this information reach the Empire, and at the same time, we'll entrust the negotiations for the princess's return to the Second Prince's faction. Furthermore, we'll make them think they have a chance to obtain that pollen. We can buy time while they negotiate her return and scheme to acquire the pollen for the Empire."

"Indeed. That is the information they wanted to know most."

"Furthermore, we will actually give the pollen to the princess. The Empire will have no choice but to spend even more time verifying the information's authenticity."

"What?" "Wouldn't that be a problem?" the three of them exclaimed in surprise.

I explained the properties of the pollen that had been revealed by Dalgan's investigation.

"I see. So you mean to fight poison with poison," Euphillia and Craig said, nodding. But the Chancellor's expression turned grim.

"Certainly, if we can buy time, there's nothing better. But what about the neutral faction? They might let their guard down, thinking the threat from the Empire has subsided with the princess's return."

"What is their primary motivation?"

"Fear, I suppose. Fear that something different from the past will happen."

Humans crave stability. That's why they want to ignore the very existence of the Empire, a new and terrifying presence.

"Then let's use that. We'll give their fear a concrete form."

"How? Surely we can't capture a Horse-Dragon and drag it before them."

"We'll use a proper meeting technique. It's a method called a 'pre-mortem' cause of death analysis," I said.

I had read about it in a book by a psychologist who won the Nobel Prize in Economics in my old world. It was devised by a man named Gary Klein. It was a bit of a drastic measure, but in this case, it was a perfect fit.

As the members tilted their heads at the contradiction in the term, I explained our strategy for the second half of the meeting.

◇◇

"Both sides have presented opinions that contain points worth considering. Therefore, I would like to examine each argument in turn."

The second half of the meeting began, with the Chancellor first indicating the direction of the discussion. On his throne, the King gave a solemn nod. Incidentally, after our discussion, the Chancellor had also visited the waiting room of the Second Prince's faction. He was maintaining the stance of a neutral chairman, listening to both opposing sides.

"Well then, allow me to begin. From the standpoint that the Empire intends to invade the Kingdom using powerful demonic beasts, I must start with the worst-case scenario," Craig began, giving me a mischievous glance.

"I would like you, my lords, to consider how the Kingdom might be destroyed by an Imperial invasion. I especially look forward to the opinions of those with domains in the west and of the First Knight Order, who specialize in combat against human opponents."

A stir ran through the chamber at Craig's words. This was the pre-mortem analysis. In short, based on a future where the Kingdom has already been destroyed by the Empire, we would now consider the process of how it was destroyed.

In other words, it was also a simulation of how you would destroy the Kingdom if you were the Empire.

"In the wars up until fifty years ago, the Empire relied on brute force, while the Kingdom countered with a strategy of attrition, using its greater numbers, geographical advantages, and superior supply lines. As a result, every Imperial invasion has been repelled. Am I correct, Commander of the First Knight Order?"

"Y, yes. That is correct," the commander of the First Knight Order nodded, bewildered. A discussion predicated on defeat was likely a blind spot in the Knight Order's way of thinking.

"However, this time the Empire has a way to overturn this. It is the Horse-Dragons that the Great Sage explained earlier..."

Craig proposed a blitzkrieg operation carried out by Horse-Dragons, which were faster, sturdier, and had a longer range than horses.

"Now, in this case, which fortress would be the first to be attacked using the mobility of the Horse-Dragons?"

Craig pointed to a large map and looked at the neutral faction. One of the nobles hesitantly raised his hand.

"...Morant would be in the most danger. Following a normal route, it would take too long from the river crossing point, but..." He glanced left and right, then continued. "If, as His Highness says, the Empire's mounts have the power to traverse mountains and fields, then it would become the primary target..."

I drew an arrow on the large map. Among the fortresses arranged in a loose circle around the river crossing with the Empire, it was set back a step. If it were breached, the alignment of the fortresses would be split east and west.

"I see," Craig said, sounding impressed. The man was likely a noble from the area around Morant.

"Wait, we don't know if the Empire is truly going to attack."

"Grand Duke Kurtheite. We will thoroughly discuss your argument after this," the Chancellor said. The eastern Grand Duke sat down, his fists trembling.

"Then, after the defense line is breached, what will be the Empire's next move? Will they head for Here to reach Bertold, or strike at Cole to threaten the Royal Capital..." Craig put a hand to his chin.

"Hold on. That sort of simplistic thinking is what confuses fighting mindless monsters with fighting humans. If the Empire has a competent mind behind it, their next target will be Kazel," the Commander of the First Knight Order interjected as if he could no longer bear it. I searched for Kazel on the map. It was not Bertold nor the Royal Capital, but in a rather ambiguous position...

"I see, a strategy to keep an eye on both Bertold and the Royal Capital," I finally understood with Craig's words. The Kingdom, its defenses breached, would be split between Bertold and the Royal Capital, creating a situation where we were in check and about to lose a major piece.

"Indeed, should such a situation arise, some lords would surely be shaken," Euphillia said, looking at the neutral faction. A noble who had spoken passively about defending against the Empire just moments before now lowered his head.

The discussion continued.

If the Royal Capital falls, it's over. Even if we defend the capital, Bertold would fall, and the western breadbasket would be seized. With their greatest weakness, their precarious supply lines, now gone, the Empire would conquer the entire Kingdom within a few years.

The majority of the neutral faction had turned a shade of pale even I could recognize. To be honest, a chill was running down my own spine. This was worse than our initial assumptions.

But the scenario currently unfolding was probably more accurate. It was conceived by people who knew the land and by military commanders who, for all their faults, were trained to think about combat against humans, using their expertise correctly.

It stood in stark contrast to the first half of the meeting, where their expertise had been used to deny reality. The power of the pre-mortem analysis had been fully demonstrated.

"Well then, next let us discuss on the premise that peace with the Empire will be maintained. Will His Highness Delnius or Grand Duke Kurtheite be speaking?" the Chancellor said.

Every eye in the room focused at once on the front of the left-hand row.
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			"Who will speak, Prince Delnius or Grand Duke Kurtheite?"

At the Chancellor's words, the two men pointed at each other. The agitation on the left side of the room grew. The Chancellor maintained a polite silence. After a silent battle of wills, the Second Prince restlessly stood up. Since Prince Craig was the one who was supposed to be here, it was only fitting that Delnius should be the one to rise. Perhaps the Chancellor’s asking was a calculated move.

"I... if only the relationship between the Kingdom and the Empire were maintained, a ridiculous situation like this would never have happened," the Second Prince said.

After that disgraceful display, and with the discussion now based on our own assumptions, the debate was already over. In the first place...

I glanced at the expressions of the neutral faction. The Prince was speaking of the disadvantages of losing trade with the Empire, yet his conciliatory argument was barely holding their attention. The neutral nobles were whispering amongst themselves, their anxiety focused on the future danger that had just been so clearly demonstrated.

People hate fear. They possess an innate desire to ignore it. And because they hate fear, they wish to side with optimism. This is especially true of fears that are vague and ambiguous.

But the moment a fear is recognized as something that cannot be ignored, the opposite is true.

Fear grips the human mind with a force far stronger than optimism. In other words, they could no longer spare any thought for the Second Prince's optimistic peace talks.

It is the same as how a starving man cannot find it in himself to admire a beautiful flower. That is because the role of the emotion called fear is to prioritize our response to a threat against our very survival.

"Th... then if this is an Imperial invasion, why doesn't the crystal of prophecy announce it? Isn't that strange?" the Second Prince said, clenching his fists as if spitting out the words.

"Sage Fulsy, your opinion?" the Chancellor asked in a calm tone.

"Prince Delnius makes a rather good point. From our analysis so far, the crystal's prophecies correspond to changes in the mana veins. Therefore, if the prophecy were to indicate an Imperial invasion, it would have to have been at least five years ago," Fulsy stated.

At Fulsy's words, the Second Prince powerlessly lowered his arms. That must have been his last card. Of course, we had already considered that possibility. I have no idea who the Oracle Princess was five years ago, but she must have been nothing more than a figurehead.

"Those in favor of strengthening our preparations against the Empire, please raise your hands."

At the Chancellor's words, the majority of the assembly signaled their approval. In response, the King slowly nodded.

"However, to crush any possibility of avoiding war would also be a foolish plan. I would like Grand Duke Kurtheite to use his existing relationship with the Empire and take charge of negotiations for Princess Lisabet's return."

An expression of overt relief washed over Grand Duke Kurtheite’s face. He must think he has saved face as a pro-Imperial noble.

Well, if it can delay the start of the war by even a single day, it’s a small price to pay. For the sake of their own profit and pride, I hope he and the Second Prince do their very best.

◇◇

The meeting concluded without incident, and we returned to the waiting room.

*I think I managed to play a good background role this time.* I didn't challenge the Chancellor or appeal directly to the King. From a self-preservation standpoint, I was quite satisfied.

"Making me speak about how to destroy the Kingdom. You haven't changed a bit, Ricardo," Craig said.

"You were perfect for the role."

*If this prince had been born in the Empire, he might have actually done it.*

"Even the Commander of the First Knight Order couldn't resist and took the bait," Euphillia said with a wry smile.

"You decided the outcome of the debate without saying a single word in the meeting. I had heard from the Prince and the Grand Duchess that you were unskilled in politics and negotiations, but what was all that about?" the Chancellor said, looking at me.

"No, no, even if I'd had the right to speak, I couldn't have swayed a single person. It was just a bit of unconventional thinking, the kind only a commoner would have."

All it was was a little knowledge of behavioral economics.

"...In any case, turning that situation around was a great achievement. Next, we will pretend to assist the negotiations between the Empire and Kurtheite while deliberately dragging them out. We shall make a move to ensure the First Knight Order and the Second Prince Faction fight over custody of Princess Lisabet," the Chancellor said.

*So, buy time while driving a wedge between the commander of the First Knight Order, who has significant influence over the neutral faction, and his rivals. See? The professionals in politics are on a whole other level of deviousness.*

"Let's ensure that information about the Imperial Princess grasping the secret to defeating the dragon reaches the Empire through a channel completely unrelated to the Second Prince Faction. Then, we will make them believe they can obtain a portion of the pollen stored by the Anti-Monster Knight Order."

"There are men in the Anti-Monster Knight Order with ties to the Second Prince Faction. We shall use them."

After setting the stage perfectly, we would then hand the pollen to Lisabet ourselves. By confusing the Empire with information from multiple sources, we would force them into a position where they had no choice but to test the pollen's power.

"So, what will you do now?"

"Let's see. I'd like to do something much more fitting for a merchant than helping with today's meeting."

I wanted to take advantage of the current situation as well. To use the state of war to change existing regulations. First on the list was putting the finishing touches on my logistics revolution.

"I want the Kingdom to establish a standard unit for cargo," I said.

In the language of my former world, it was the establishment of standards for containers. The concept of conducting all transport using a single, standardized box. On Earth, goods could travel from their point of origin by truck to a train, from the train to a ship at port, and from the arrival port by train and then truck, ultimately reaching their destination without ever being reloaded.

Conversely, one could say that trucks, freight trains, and container ships were all built to accommodate these containers.

Of course, containers were viable largely due to the ability to bundle heavy loads with machinery, the high degree of product standardization, and above all, the necessity of mass long-distance transport.

This world has goods of varying densities, and transport is fundamentally reliant on human and horse power. Naturally, the true standard is weight. However, as a rough guideline for management, volume can provide a common standard.

I believe it would be useful, for instance, in calculating how many standard-sized boxes can be loaded onto a carriage bed.

The rest will be up to the ingenuity of each industry. Given the current crisis, we'll use food, a standardized product transported in massive quantities during wartime, as the baseline. From there, other industries can use that as a reference to innovate and adapt.

"It won't be ready right from the start. But it will streamline supplies, the most crucial element of war. And by unifying the standard, cooperation between the private and military sectors will become much smoother. We'll use that as a model case to spread it as a standard for all commercial activity."

Of course, we at the Bertold Workshop, who have this information early, will be one or two steps ahead of everyone else in manufacturing carriage beds that fit the new standard.

I've been worked to the bone without a single day off. If I don't get at least this much profit out of it, I can't go on.

"Ricardo, now is—"

"Ah, and when we think about future trade with the Empire, we must also consider loading onto ships," I added. After the war, assuming we make it there safely, we will need to foster vigorous trade with the Empire. That is how we will prevent the next war.

"...While I am worried about the damage to Bertold, you are already talking about making a profit," Euphillia murmured.

"This is related to the Knight Order's preparations. Let's consider cooperation with the Food Guild. Adele," Craig commanded one of his subordinates.

"Yes, sir. I will move on it immediately."

Now, what about the masterminds of the regulations? Both Grand Duke Kurtheite and the head of the Carriage Guild were the de facto war criminals of the last disaster. Even the Chancellor shouldn't be able to object.

"Given the circumstances, the Chancellor's Office will also cooperate," the Chancellor said, sounding displeased.

War is a misfortune. In the grand calculus of profit and loss, it is undoubtedly a negative. But that doesn't mean there are no means to extract a positive from it. For example, though the circumstances were different, the Empire likely strengthened itself through its endless battles with monsters.

Well, whatever the case, none of this matters unless we defeat the Empire. And to do that, there are two things that must be done.

"The rest is up to the Great Sage," I said, as if my part was over, glancing at the old man dozing in the corner of the room. We had to develop a fundamental countermeasure to the Empire's superior magic technology. Until that is accomplished, no matter how much time we buy, the Kingdom's chances of victory will remain slim.

We will have to visit Rubel Wald, the Red Forest. I'll need Craig to provide some knight escorts.
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			5 Laying It All Out

			"Hey, Vinder."

"Whoa, that was close, Noel."

The tap on my shoulder sent the tip of my pen flying. The character for 'field' I was writing on the paper almost turned into a different character entirely.

"...Are you trying to make me build something for you again?"

With undisguised suspicion, Noel looked from the character on the paper to the ballpoint pen that wrote it. It must have looked like some kind of blueprint to her.

"Don't worry, this is something different. I'm just organizing the problems at hand right now."

Though, to be precise, it was also for the sake of the various things I would have her make next.

"It's your fault I got dragged into that meeting the other day. My back still aches," Fulsy said.

What was the Grand Sage talking about? By any logic, the cause and effect were completely reversed.

"Word that you explained the Empire's monsters at a royal council meeting has reached the Magic Dormitory, Grand Sage. But it sounds like Vinder was pulling the strings behind the scenes, as usual."

"Pulling the strings is a nasty way to put it. I didn't say a single word during that meeting."

"During the meeting, you mean."

Fulsy gave me an exasperated look as I puffed out my chest.

"Today's work is a much more down-to-earth, commoner-like job."

"Compared to having secret talks at the same table as a prince, a grand duchess, and the Chancellor in the royal palace, I imagine any job would seem commoner-like."

"Whoa, I was braced for something, but you've been up to way more than I thought."

Noel took several steps away from me. Trust me, I wanted to put a step or two of distance between myself and all that backroom politics as well.

Still, thanks to that meeting, the broad strokes of our national strategy were decided. The next problem was how to actually deal with the Empire's magic. The difficulty level hadn't changed, but for me, this was a much more straightforward opponent to face.

That was why I was here in the library director's office, our magic team's base of operations. I had Mia go to a meeting with Kenwell and the Knight Order to discuss the container standards we talked about. The Grand Duchess and Alfina were supposed to be busy dealing with matters related to Princess Lisabet.

"Alright, let's get started. Broadly speaking, there are two issues when it comes to the Empire's magic."

On top of the grid I'd drawn, I wrote 'Urgent' and 'Not Urgent', and on the left side, 'Important' and 'Not Important'. It was the so-called Eisenhower Matrix. Then, in the top-left quadrant, 'Urgent and Important', I wrote "Horse-Dragons". In the quadrant to its right, 'Not Urgent but Important', I wrote "Countermeasures for Imperial magic itself".

"I see. So it's not just the clear and present threat of the horse-dragons, but we also need to consider how to deal with the overall level of the Empire's magic that makes them possible," Fulsy said.

"Exactly."

Everyone focuses on 'Urgent and Important' problems. The real issue is the 'Important but Not Urgent' ones. They tend to get postponed, which ends up making every other problem worse and creating countless new ones.

It's a simple two-by-two matrix, but it's a great tool for an ordinary person to sort out a complex situation. Laying things out on a flat plane is a great help to those of us with limited brain space. You take a long list of information, which is one-dimensional, and expand it into two dimensions. If the information is complex and multi-dimensional, you simplify it down to two.

Humans are visual creatures, so thinking in two dimensions is our foundation.

"What about the bottom? Shouldn't we just ignore the 'Not Important and Not Urgent' problems?"

"Yes, exactly. This quadrant is for problems we shouldn't touch. I'm writing it down just to make that clear. By the way, 'Urgent but Not Important' is best left to other people. In any case, our current challenges are dealing with the horse-dragons and preparing for the Empire's magic itself. The countermeasures for the horse-dragons are already in motion. Today's topic is our preparation for Imperial magic itself."

"I get what you're saying. I get it, but it just makes me feel even more uneasy..."

It seemed I had completely lost Noel's trust. I was so aware of my past actions that I couldn't say a thing in my defense, which was frustrating.

"...Have you learned anything from the parts of the Empire's coded documents that relate to magic?" I asked Fulsy first.

The code had hinted at the existence of some other unit on par with the horse-dragons. Unlike the horse-dragons, however, we had no concrete information. I thought that Fulsy, as an expert in magic, might have been able to figure something out.

"This word that the Chancellor's Office decrypted and translated as 'magic' feels a bit strange to me. I read it as a slightly different term. It's not 'jutsu', or 'art'. Based on the context and the meaning of the word itself, I'd say it has a nuance of 'flow' or 'propagation'... Yes, I believe the word should be 'sorcery'."

"The 'sorcery' from 'Sorcery Gold'?"

Fulsy nodded at Noel's question.

"In terms of the word's meaning, yes. However, it doesn't seem to be referring to alchemy. It likely has a much broader meaning."

"Sorcery..."

"Well, we can't learn much more from these fragmented documents. But between the horse-dragons and their carriages, there's no doubt that the Empire's magic technology is superior to the Kingdom's."

"I see. In that case, it might be best to call the Empire's magic 'sorcery' to distinguish it. Speaking of Sorcery Gold, Noel, there was something I wanted to ask you as an alchemist."

"Wh, what is it?"

"Does a liquid that can dissolve gold... Aqua Regia... exist?"

"It does. Oh, I get it. You were wondering if you could use it to process Sorcery Gold, weren't you? Too bad. Aqua Regia can't dissolve Sorcery Gold."

Noel explained rather quickly.

"No, I just wanted to know if Aqua Regia existed. I see, so it does. I'll have to get in touch with Senior Dalgan..."

That would make dealing with the 'Urgent and Important' problem much easier.

"Anyway, back to the main topic. There's something I need you to make, Noel."

"Here it comes. Wh, what is it?"

"Um, it's shaped like a stretched-out party hat. I need them in three sizes, small, medium, and large, with ten of each, all with perfectly uniform shapes."

I drew a small cone, shaped like the hollowed-out inside of a party cracker.

"The shapes are simple enough, so I can do it, regardless of the types and quantity. But what are they for?"

"To put it simply, they're the tips for a piece of lab equipment. I need to handle very small amounts of liquid with precision," I said.

They had to be made thin and narrow, and despite their small size, the shapes had to be consistent. Furthermore, given what they would be used for, I wanted to sterilize them at high temperatures.

That meant Sorcery Gold, which could be precisely processed and was resistant to heat, was the optimal choice.

"Hmm. Well, if it's just a simple shape like this, it might not be that much trouble."

As she spoke, Noel jotted down the measurements I showed her.

"Then there's the pipette to attach these to, and also..."

I showed her the designs I had made, based on my memory of lab equipment from my past life. Noel's face gradually started to twitch.

"Each one isn't so bad, but with this many different types..."

"As for the budget, or rather, the Sorcery Gold, I've already secured it from the Chancellor."

"Please don't talk about Sorcery Gold like you can just pick it from a field somewhere. The Chancellor..."

"I told you, didn't I? This fellow was at the same table as a prince, the Chancellor, and a grand duchess, hatching wicked plans."

"Th, that was just a coincidence. I don't want to hear that from the director who was napping right there."

"Things like that don't just happen by coincidence!"

"A, anyway, the sponsor is of the highest rank, so you don't need to worry."

"The glares from my seniors... the snide remarks..."

"Rejoice, if this goes well, you might graduate from your apprenticeship."

"I'd be happy to stay an apprentice for another ten years!"

I've already asked Plural and Kenwell about the glass components. And Fulsy already has some equipment he uses to make his Magic-sensing Paper.

I suppose this covers the preparations for our return from the Red Forest. There's no guarantee this project will succeed. But it has to be better than relying on luck, like when I happened to find that compound that worked on the air sacs.

"So, about this plan to go to the Red Forest," Fulsy said, his face full of anticipation, while Noel muttered to herself as she neatly redrew my clumsy diagrams.

"Right. We'll enter the Red Forest using the Western Observatory as our base. I've asked Prince Craig to provide us with a knight escort, but are you really coming too, Director? You could just wait here for the samples."

"Of course I am. An opportunity to enter the depths of the Red Forest is a rare one indeed."

Didn't he say his back hurt just from going to the royal palace? Well, his knowledge would actually be a huge help, so I was grateful.

"By the way, what exactly are we going there to do?"

"Just as I said at the beginning, we're going to find a countermeasure to the Empire's magic, or rather, its sorcery. It's something we have in this very room..."

I glanced around at the black walls surrounding the room. To put it simply, it was a material that influenced magic. From what Fulsy told me, the black dye mixed into the walls was completely insufficient, both in terms of cost and effect.

Right, I need someone who knows a lot about dyes, paints, and pigments. Was there anyone like that...

"Stop being so mysterious. Well, knowing you, I'm sure it will be something interesting."

"I can't handle the actual experiments myself, so I'll have to rely on you, Director. The equipment I just asked Noel to make is for that purpose."

"Hoh hoh."

Fulsy's gaze returned to the diagrams that Noel was now frantically designing. He really was like a child with a new toy.

"After this, I have to meet with Her Grace the Grand Duchess about the Bertold workshop."

I sighed, recalling the summons I had received from Euphillia today. I wondered what had happened with Princess Lisabet. If all went according to plan, she should be returning to her country around the time we arrive at the forest.

I just had to make sure her souvenir was delivered properly.
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			*I was supposed to have been summoned by Euphillia to the grand ducal residence, so how did things end up like this?*

"..."

Across the table, Alfina stared at me with sad eyes. She hadn't said a word for some time now. The awkward silence cornered me more and more with each passing moment. The worst part was, I had absolutely no idea what I’d done wrong.

It’s not quite that I have no memory of doing anything wrong. After all, I'm socially awkward, a fact I and everyone else can agree on.

They say that in human communication, spoken words account for less than half of the message, but for a socially awkward person, words clearly make up the vast majority.

*Well, I must have done something. Even if I don't know what it was. But in times like these, isn't the one who summoned me supposed to...*

"...Ricardo-kun."

"Y, yes."

Just as I was about to glance toward the table where the masters of the house were sitting, Alfina finally spoke.

"Ricardo-kun, you are a merchant, are you not?"

"Th, that's right."

The question that finally came was, thankfully, one I could answer. But wasn't that something Alfina, as a shareholder, should know best? Though I have been roped into work that’s a bit outside my field lately.

*Could this be a reprimand from a shareholder, telling the management to commit more to their core business...?*

"Is being a merchant a job that requires you to go to the dangerous Red Forest?"

"W, well... that, uh, depends on the time and circumstances..."

I see. So she found out that I'm taking a business trip to the Red Forest.

"There are, um, unavoidable circumstances..."

I averted my gaze, a cold sweat breaking out on my back. How was I supposed to explain this? It's not like I want to go. Besides, I am taking safety precautions.

That's right, I have a reliable knight with me. As if seeking salvation, I looked across the room.

"Princess Alfina. We will take full responsibility for the safety of the Great Sage and his party..."

Hyde stood up from his table some distance away. He had the sharp, impeccable posture of a true knight.

"Lord Hyde. That is not what this is about."

However, Claudia, who was sitting next to Hyde, shook her head. My would-be reinforcements sat back down in confusion. I glanced at Alfina's expression. The brave knight's words had not impressed her in the slightest.

*Huh, why not? That's exactly what this is about, isn't it?*

I once again endured Alfina's silent gaze. The conversations of the onlookers began to reach my ears.

"...Lady Alfina, you have to push a little harder."

"Lady Claudia. The way she's acting, it's almost like a lover before they march off to..."

"Hush. It's too late to be saying such things."

"Hah, Alfina is one thing, but Ricardo is just as hopeless."

Luiza, Hyde, Claudia. And even Euphillia. They were all saying whatever they pleased.

"A, anyway. This is very important. It's absolutely necessary for the war against the Empire."

"...War. Is Prince Craig forcing you into something unreasonable again, Ricardo-kun?"

"No. Well, I mean, there is that other matter, but I've asked Senior Dalgan to handle it. That’s not it. The point is, if we leave things as they are, there is a high probability that the kingdom itself will be endangered by the Empire's sorcery. That would inevitably put me in danger as well, so this is an unavoidable measure to reduce that risk."

It’s my theory that protecting the kingdom means protecting myself. To be honest, even I wasn't fully convinced.

"...I, I see. B, but, must you go yourself, Ricardo-kun?"

For the first time, Alfina faltered.

"Unfortunately, yes."

*Alright, let's steer the conversation in this direction.*

"Speaking of which, what is the situation with Princess Lisabet's return to her country...?"

"Princess Lisabet can wait for now, can't she?"

Alfina's eyes narrowed, her sharpened gaze piercing me.

"Y, yes."

*Huh? What was that for? My question was perfectly relevant to the topic.*

"...Hah, to bring up another woman's name at a time like this. He's more hopeless than I imagined."

Euphillia shook her head as she approached us. She looked exasperated, but at least help was finally on the way.

"Princess Alfina. As a knight, I will protect this man's safety. Prince Craig himself has ordered me to protect him above all else. Please, leave it to me," Hyde said, standing beside Euphillia.

*Didn't he say "the Great Sage and his party" a minute ago? And more importantly, what about your own safety? You're the heir to a grand earldom. I'd rather not have a brand-new way to die, like being cut down by my own escort for being rude.*

At Euphillia and Hyde's words, Alfina bit her lip.

"...I understand. I was being unreasonable. It's not right for me to say such things, since I'm the one who dragged you into all this in the first place. But lately, it seems Mia has been too busy to keep her usual watchful eye on you. And you're always so reckless, Ricardo-kun..."

As she spoke, Alfina cast her eyes down.

I see. Even I could tell how worried I had made her. It was true that I felt like I was constantly taking on reckless challenges far beyond my station. Though honestly, this business trip felt much less stressful than dealing with chancellors and princes.

It was selfish of me to think this when I was the one making her worry, but a girl who worries about you is a cheat, it makes you want to protect her in return.

From my perspective, I was more worried about Alfina, who bore the burden of the prophetic crystal. If the kingdom were to lose to the Empire, she would surely be the first one they targeted.

Besides, as someone who wants to create a mechanism to separate the Oracle Princess Alfina from the crystal, I was hoping to find some useful knowledge in the Empire. Countermeasures against their sorcery were crucial for that goal as well.

"We have the Director's radar, and we won't go too deep into the forest," I said, trying to reassure Alfina. For some reason, everyone around us shook their heads.

"...I understand. You mentioned Princess Lisabet. It seems she will be returning to the Empire next week. I only had a brief chance to speak with her, but she was very grateful to you, Ricardo-kun."

"I, is that so? I'm glad to hear it. Did you convey that the pollen was only proven effective against the single dragon that appeared in the kingdom, and that there is no guarantee it will work on other dragons?"

"Yes. She said she was grateful nonetheless. She seemed very disappointed that she could not thank you in person."

It seems she was pleased with the gift of pollen. With this, they should properly test its effects. Now it was just a matter of how long it would take the Empire to do so.

*But still, she was grateful, huh. That stings a little.*

"...Princess Lisabet said that with the pollen, it might be possible to mend the relationship between the kingdom and the Empire. Apparently, dragons account for a large portion of their monster-related damages. If that's the case, then you won't have to do anything too dangerous, Ricardo-kun..." Alfina said, as if she had found a glimmer of hope.

The amount of pollen I gave them wasn't much. They can't cultivate it from the pollen alone, so the Empire would have to purchase it from the kingdom. If that happened, it could serve as a bond to tie our two nations together, but...

"I believe that will be quite difficult."

Looking at the Empire's magic vein activity, there's no reason for them to pass up this chance. They would see it as the kingdom getting them in a stranglehold, controlling their food supply and now this pollen.

"But, if we could show the Empire that their conflict with the kingdom is wrong..."

"If the Empire were wrong, we could correct them. However, since the Empire is not wrong, it cannot be corrected."

I said it firmly. A look of confusion crossed Alfina's face.

"The Empire is... correct?"

"To be precise, from the Empire's perspective, attacking the kingdom at this time is the correct move. For us, of course, it is not."

I told Noel the same thing, but it's clear if you put yourself in the Empire's shoes. What if the decline in the magic veins over the last decade is merely a temporary dip before an even greater surge? Even looking at stock charts, you can see that things don't move in a straight line.

Furthermore, the kingdom's magic veins have also been unstable these past few years. For the Empire, that is both an opportunity and a source of great anxiety.
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			A week had passed since I last spoke with Alfina at the Grand Duchess's residence.

In a subsequent discussion with Euphillia, it was decided that I, along with Mia and my father, would be staying at the residence until things were settled with the Empire. It was Euphillia's proposal, citing safety reasons.

I couldn't refuse, as I was well aware my situation as a walking state secret had only intensified thanks to the Empire. This had nothing to do with any mysterious pressure from Alfina.

Afterward, we departed for the Western Observatory. Located southwest of Bertold, it was a plain, square building. The second floor rose into a dome, giving it an appearance similar to an astronomical observatory. For measurement purposes, it was also equipped with laboratories for producing materials like Magic-sensing Paper.

The town of Bertold, by the way, was even more bustling than the last time I saw it. The workshop had also begun its expansion, using lumber that had not been destroyed by the monsters.

And now, the walls of Bertold and even the dome of the Western Observatory had vanished beyond the canopy of trees.

About half of the surrounding trees had red leaves. The vegetation itself was also changing. Huge cycad-like trees and large ferns not found in a normal forest were scattered about. Seeing a red fern was incredibly jarring.

But the ground was what mattered most. With a gloved hand, I carefully dug into the earth. The surface was a layer of fallen red leaves. Beneath that was reddish-brown, decaying soil with only the leaf veins remaining. And below that, black humus.

Even in a forest influenced by magic, the basic cycle of material decomposition seemed to be the same. However.

"Ricardo Vinder. The break is over. We're heading deeper."

"Hyde-dono. How far in are we?"

"You should have realized by now, but there is no clear boundary between a normal forest and a red one. If I had to define a border, this would be it. That means from here on, you cannot let your guard down for a moment."

*I see. It seems creatures like dragons won't be a problem unless we go deep into the magic veins of the mountains, but then again, there was the incident in Kurtheite. And a two-meter-long magic wolf would surely kill me in an instant.*

I had heard that a human cannot even beat a large dog with their bare hands. A wolf the size of a bear that runs faster than a dog. It would be over the moment I saw one.

"That said, this is after last year's monster flood subjugation. It is a relatively safe time. And we have a map of this area."

Hyde was accompanying us as the captain of a six-man knight squad. His five subordinates had formed a circle around us.

"My apologies for this. Forcing you to come along."

"I am not protecting you. I am upholding an order from my commander, Prince Craig. I have been strictly commanded that should anything happen to you, we would lose our means of dealing with the Empire. ...Well, I came to understand your importance in opposing the Empire during the last monster extermination myself."

"You're overestimating me..."

*Just leading the distribution reform was dangerous enough, but on top of that, there's my past meddling with the Second Prince Faction and all the intelligence I have on the Empire's codes and latest weapons. My head hurts just thinking about it. On the bright side, I suppose it means I have value as long as the Empire remains a threat.*

*...Perhaps I need to start thinking about what happens after the war with the Empire is over.*

"However, in this forest, you will follow our instructions. I do not know the purpose of your digging in the dirt. But as your escort, I cannot permit you to hinder our progress in an emergency. And of course, deliberately approaching a monster is out of the question."

"Understood. We'll make safety our first priority. But you should address that last part to the Great Sage-sama."

Hyde gave Fulsy, who was waving his antenna around, a sour look.

I placed a small amount of soil into the glass container Vinaldira had given me and attached a note that read "Midpoint." I did not expect much from this sample, but it was necessary for comparison.

The ground began to slope gently, and rocks became more prominent in the surroundings. It seemed we were approaching the boundary of the mountain range. Of course, I had no intention of going inside.

Thanks to the map, we were able to choose a route near the edge of a magic vein, and with Fulsy's radar, we had encountered no danger so far. The only thing of note was the appearance of a Mucus. Not one of the Empire's, but a creature about the size of a brownish, two-tiered rice cake. Other than that, we saw some purple mice and beetles with glowing wings.

Well, I was the one who accidentally dug that Mucus out of the ground.

Putting that aside, the surrounding scenery was quite eerie. Nearly all the plants were a sinister red, creating a scene of autumn colors in early summer. An unsettling shimmer rose from the crevices between the rocks. There was no smell of sulfur, nor could I feel any heat. It seemed to be a miasma vent.

In a swamp dyed crimson, bubbles rose to the surface. It was not as vivid as a pool of blood from hell, more like a red tide. This place did not smell of methane, either.

When I dug into the ground, the soil was even redder than before. Other than the color, the basic layering of the soil was the same as what I had confirmed at the forest's border.

"This is as far as we go," Hyde announced. Fulsy and I nodded in agreement.

"I just need to find a spot with particularly strong miasma, correct?" Fulsy asked.

"Yes. I'll be looking for the opposite."

I scanned the red forest for the few green plants that remained. Amidst the frail, small undergrowth, I found a single, dandelion-like plant. When I dug around its roots, the soil was brown. I could see it gradually change to reddish-brown as I moved away from the roots.

"Alright, this is more promising than I expected."

It had been worth the trouble of coming this close to the heart of the red forest. I collected a sample of the brown soil near the roots. Just in case, I took the roots as well.

"Between the rocks here, and this swamp over here, have strong reactions. It might be better to call it magic rather than miasma. Of course, the reading is so faint it is nothing compared to a magic crystal," Fulsy reported.

"That's enough."

I collected some swamp water and the red soil from the rock crevice. I attached an 'I' tag to the brown soil I had collected, and an 'A' tag to the samples from the locations Fulsy had indicated.

"I do not know what you are doing, but is it related to the color?" Fulsy asked, comparing the collected samples.

"I'm not sure, but I think there's a high probability of a connection."

"You said you will take them back, but even if that soil has some effect, what can you do with such a small amount?"

Fulsy aimed his antenna at the reddish water.

"I cannot tell at all. Perhaps a slight reaction. This one too... No, this one is impossible."

Fulsy then pointed the antenna at the sample I had chosen. His expression remained a question mark. It seemed he could not see a magical shadow, just like with that carriage. That was to be expected. If something so convenient existed, Fulsy would have found it on our way here.

"Besides, there is no guarantee the same conditions can be maintained away from the magic vein."

"I am concerned about that. That said, my primary target is this brown soil, so it doesn't need magic. As for the sample the Director selected, the scrap magic crystals from the Castle-Eating Worm extermination should be sufficient."

All that was left were the tools Noel was working hard on back in the capital, and the materials I had asked Dalgan-senpai to procure. With those, I should be able to at least begin my experiments.

"Captain. A magic signature is approaching," a knight holding something that looked like a simplified version of Fulsy's antenna reported to Hyde. He pointed toward the mountains.

"Judging by this reaction, it is likely a young magic wolf," Fulsy said, raising his own antenna. Hyde looked at me.

"I'm finished here," I said with a nod.

"We are withdrawing immediately."

The knights instantly closed ranks around us.

This expedition had cost so many people their labor and put them at risk. The responsibility was immense. That said, whether I had collected a useful sample, or whether it could even be utilized, was frankly a gamble.

However, if my hypothesis was correct, this tiny amount of soil held a vast amount of information. If I could just establish an effective method of selection, there was hope. I was pinning my hopes on this world's library of nature, built from the trial and error of hundreds of millions, perhaps even billions, of years.

I looked up at the red trunk of a giant cycad. Come to think of it, weren't the forests of the Carboniferous period filled with things like this?
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			A small wheat field in the center of the valley, and bean fields that seemed to cling to the mountainside. The small world, viewed from the manor at the mountain's foot, was devoid of vitality. In the less than half a year she had been away, several new scars had been carved into her homeland.

The scorched remains of a village were the work of the dragon named Baguild.

Princess Lisabet looked to the east. The sinister mountain range oppressed her with a presence that felt far greater than its distance suggested. The Mountains of Despair. When the sun passed over them, they emitted so much miasma that they appeared to be dyed red.

She recalled that in the Kingdom, on the other side of the river, they called it the Blood Mountains.

The name made sense, but there was almost no caution directed toward the very mountains that filled them with such despair. For the Empire, the Red Forest, a part of their daily lives, was a far more realistic terror. She had often felt the unfairness of the circumstances of her birth.

That place was far worse than just blood. It was a nest for the dragons that attacked every few years. Baguild was just one of them. Though, she had heard that around the time she was born, one valley or another was attacked once a year.

Even so, that did not change the fact that her homeland was now on the brink of destruction. For the central government, this valley, so close to the Blood Mountains, carried a high cost to defend and little value to protect.

Princess Lisabet’s gaze fell upon the grasslands nestled between the Mountains of Despair and the River of Hope. How much easier would things be if they could use that land, which overlapped with the wyverns' habitat.

*It’s no use wishing for the impossible. Reinforcements are finally coming. Thanks to this...*

Princess Lisabet tightened her grip on the bottle in her hand. Inside was a faintly purple-tinged powder, filling about a third of it.

"Will the extermination squad truly come?"

Her maid, Ann, looked at her mistress with concern.

"The Black Legion would never defy a mission that has been formally decided. Besides, this time, it holds more meaning than simply saving our lands."

Princess Lisabet’s face clouded with guilt. Gauging the effect of a poison meant to weaken the dragon was the same as gauging the Kingdom's military might. Even she understood that much.

"My lady."

Ann pointed at the valley. The Black Legion had appeared, cutting through the Red Forest. Without breaking their wedge-like formation, they approached at an impossible speed. She could see the people on the road scrambling to get away.

◇◇

"I trust your preparations are complete."

The black-clad prince, Dagobard, spoke from high above her. Before Princess Lisabet, a bipedal monster one and a half times a horse's height and four times its weight approached casually. Ann rushed to stand in front of her mistress.

Princess Lisabet stopped her maid and looked straight up at Dagobard. The black reins, engraved with a red pattern, were wrapped around the man's rolled up sleeve all the way to his elbow.

"We are grateful for your aid, Prince Dagobard. As instructed, we have prepared a horse dusted with the poison to be released at Baguild's temporary nest."

Princess Lisabet answered politely. She had called herself the Fourth Imperial Princess in the Kingdom, but in the Empire, birth order was meaningless.

The man before her was second in line to the throne, while she was not even in consideration.

"Hmph. This poison of yours, does it actually work? According to you, it was found by a commoner with no aptitude for sorcery whatsoever."

Dagobard scoffed.

"Oh, but that's what you came to find out, isn't it?"

Parting the legion mounted on their horse-dragons, a white horse-dragon carriage pulled up beside Dagobard.

The carriage door opened, and a beautiful girl with light purple hair that flowed to her waist revealed her face. She wore the same black attire as Dagobard, but it was a robe, not armor. Gold thread embroidery covered its surface. The wide cuffs of her sleeves were tied tightly.

"Princess Maytyl, you came as well?"

Princess Lisabet was surprised by the appearance of the one first in line for the throne. She was supposed to be a year younger than Princess Lisabet, yet she already held the title of Magus and reigned over the research laboratories in the Imperial Capital.

It was said that she alone had advanced sorcery, a discipline born from countless sacrifices in the battle against monsters, by a full decade.

"I only brought a few subordinates. I'm your chaperone. If I left it to Dagobard, he might just ignore the mission and invade the Kingdom. And I'm also here for dragon research."

"Saving a remote place like this earns me no glory. But I will obey the rule set by the Elder Council."

"Excellent. I'm interested in that pollen, too. According to intelligence obtained from the Eastern Grand Duke, it was the trump card the Kingdom's knights used when they fought a dragon, so we can't just ignore it."

"For all that, their incompetent prince failed to acquire the substance himself. And yet, you, Princess Lisabet, somehow obtained it. Why would they hand over something so valuable?"

Dagobard glared at Princess Lisabet. She endured his gaze.

"A valid question. But they still think we're being pushed back by monsters, don't they? Fools whose perception of the world is stuck fifty years in the past."

Maytyl smiled coldly.

"It seems they still don't understand our power, even at this late stage. I wonder if they might faint if they knew just how much strength we've gained in the last ten, no, fifty years."

"For my part, I'm more curious as to how that fool found the poison. The Eastern Grand Duke's letter said it just happened to be growing on the mountain where the knights were training. It's possible for chance to lead to discovery, but..."

Maytyl tapped her forehead with her index finger, thinking for a moment.

"Well, we can verify that later. Assuming Dagobard doesn't bungle it."

"Don't be ridiculous. Even if it's completely useless, my current forces are more than enough to slaughter a single dragon."

Behind the black-clad prince, over a hundred horse-dragons stood in orderly ranks. It was a far greater force than she had ever prayed for. With this, her homeland would be saved. She should have been relieved, yet Princess Lisabet felt a sense of anxiety at the immense military power aimed at her small valley.

"If this poison is effective, it can greatly reduce the threat of dragons, which are the primary source of monster-related damage. The Kingdom has indicated a willingness to sell it to our country, depending on negotiations. I believe its realization would benefit the Empire..."

Princess Lisabet repeated what Prince Craig had told her when he gave her the pollen. The fact that the boy with no aptitude whatsoever had brokered the deal was another truth that was hard to believe.

Still, she wanted to believe in that impossible story.

"Right. Well, it all depends on its effectiveness. However, if you have told a falsehood simply to save your own territory, Princess Lisabet, be prepared to face the appropriate consequences. You understand the meaning of losing even a single one of the Empire's precious soldiers, don't you?"

The man before her would surely say that a single horse-dragon was more valuable than she was.

There was no denying the fact that they had slain many monsters and protected the people of the Empire. Even if his priorities were cruel, it was something she could not do.

And she also understood just what price they had paid to obtain that power. Even these horse-dragons had been successfully tamed only through great sacrifice. Enormous state funds were still being poured into raising them.

"Just in case, I'll have you hand over the rest of that poison. We'll need a sample."

Princess Lisabet hesitated for a moment before handing over the bottle. The two exchanged a look. Dagobard, as if to say his business with her was finished, gestured for her to step back.

"We move out."

Blue light traveled from Dagobard's arm, along the reins, and into the horse-dragon. The massive animal, which had been standing still, shivered and turned its colossal body around.

The wind kicked up by its whip-like tail struck Princess Lisabet across the cheek.

A signal fire rose from the Red Forest closest to the Mountains of Despair. It seemed the dragon had taken the bait. The black legion of horse-dragons galloped off, shaking the very earth. Struggling desperately to keep up were the few surviving knights of her house.

Dagobard had boasted that he could defeat Baguild on his own, but if the poison had no effect, they would be used as sacrificial pawns. Princess Lisabet could do nothing but watch them go, her hands clasped as if in prayer.
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			Chapter 9. The Purple Mist

			A fence surrounded the grassy plains. Within the multiple partitioned sections were various animals. Cows were most prominent, but I could also see sheep and horses. The huts scattered between the sections were long and narrow. From one of them, I could hear the flapping of wings and animal cries.

This ranch, located near the Royal Capital, was said to be the largest of all the Dalgan Company's business partners. Apparently, migratory birds also flew to the surrounding ponds.

The heir to that very Dalgan Company was now kneeling before Prince Craig, in front of the many employees who had gathered at the ranch's entrance. Craig, who had coincidentally been nearby for training, was praising him for his achievements.

Among the large crowd, it seemed the head of the Dalgan Company, who had rushed over from the Royal Capital, was also present. It was likely the red-faced man in the center. Beside him stood a painter, brush in hand. *I see. They'll preserve this moment in a painting for all of posterity to see.*

As expected of the wealthy. It made sense, as his company was set to be promoted to a Gold Member alongside the Plural Company next year.

"Well, Dalgan's future is secure." "I knew that young master was something special from the start."

I overheard such comments. While the work Dalgan had actually performed couldn't be depicted in a painting, his achievements were genuine. The man himself, however, was extremely reluctant, calling it a public spectacle. It was also a bit of information control to give Craig a reason to stop by, so I needed him to bear with it.

Incidentally, back at the academy, after complaining to me, he had grilled Sherry with an intensity that nearly crushed her, asking what one should do when royalty comes to visit. I could only think, *He knows better than to ask me.*

"Shall we head to the hut first?" I said to my companion.

"Yes. Let's hurry," Noel replied from beside me. "It was a real pain to prepare the aqua regia since no one uses it these days." Perhaps she was thinking about the difference between this idyllic scene and the Magic Dormitory. She was holding two bottles, one made of brown glass and the other of frosted glass.

◇◇

Noel and I entered a hut at the far end of the ranch. Inside were mammals like cows, sheep, and horses. Birds such as chickens, quails, and ducks were kept in numerous cages. There were also lizards and newts.

"Eek."

Noel leaned her face toward one of the cages and hurriedly leaped back. A snake was sticking its forked tongue out from the cage.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

Craig and his aide entered, patting Dalgan on the shoulder.

"Still, you didn't have to come all this way yourself, Commander," I said. He must be incredibly busy. Besides, the sight of a prince in a livestock hut is bad for a commoner's heart. Look at Dalgan, he looks terribly uncomfortable.

"This is a countermeasure against the horse-dragons, which we believe are the Empire's main fighting force. I must see it with my own eyes. Especially since everything you do, Ricardo, is far from common sense."

His hands-on approach was the same as ever. It was reassuring, though that last comment was uncalled for.

"You've done well too, Noel."

"Y-Y-Yes. You are too kind, Your Highness."

In her haste to bow, she bumped the bottles together and then scrambled to hold the lids down with her hands. I wished she would be more careful. The liquid in both bottles would cause serious trouble if it touched her skin.

"V-Vinder. We're making aqua regia, right? May I start mixing it? We shouldn't keep His Highness waiting," Noel said, her face clearly showing she would rather escape dealing with the prince and return to her actual work. Her transparency was almost endearing.

"No, what I need isn't aqua regia, but one of its ingredients."

I stopped her. Craig looked at the two bottles in Noel's hands, then turned back to me.

"First, I want to confirm the most important thing. Will that pollen work on the Empire's horse-dragons?"

"Of course, there are no guarantees. But since they are relatives of the dragon the Knight Order subjugated, they most likely rely on air sacs for respiration. I think it's safe to assume it will be effective," I said.

While the time it took to work varied, it had been effective against all birds. Dalgan had already confirmed this for me. We had also used a correlation analysis I asked Mia to run to estimate the parameters that determine how long it takes to take effect.

And among dragons, horse-dragons, and birds, dragons and birds are the most distant evolutionarily. Since the pollen worked on those two, there was a high probability it would also work on the air sacs of a horse-dragon.

Of course, nothing is more prone to exceptions than biology. But I couldn't imagine they would abandon the greatest advantage of dinosaur-type creatures, their respiratory efficiency. In fact, the creatures believed to be horse-dragons had demonstrated speed and stamina that the Knight Order could not match.

"I see. In that case, the problem is how to get the horse-dragons to consume the pollen."

He was right. Unlike wild dragons, their feed is provided by humans. Moreover, they move at high speeds on the battlefield. The previous method of dusting a horse with pollen wouldn't work.

But based on the results of the experiments Dalgan had conducted, I had no intention of using that method from the start. Today's experiment was for an alternative.

"If the experiments Dalgan-senpai conducted on many birds are correct, there is a way to enhance the pollen's effect and make it easier to administer," I said. It was a grim thought, but we couldn't afford to be selective about our methods. The time had come for the liquids Noel had brought.

I opened the lids of the frosted glass and the brown colored glass bottles. I wafted the scent from each with my hand. I remembered that aqua regia was made by mixing two types of acid. The one I was looking for was a common acid that I had even handled during my few student experiments.

"This one." I picked up the frosted glass bottle.

"That's Crucid. Be careful. It's not as bad as Salad, but it's still pretty nasty if it gets on your hands," Noel warned, the same person who had just nearly smashed the bottles into her own face.

"That's the kind of strength I need. The three of you, please step back just in case."

Given its unique properties, I didn't think it would affect humans, but its potency should be higher, so I couldn't be careless. There was also the possibility of creating a completely unknown poison.

After confirming that Craig and the others had left the hut, I dropped a very small amount of the purple powder into the clear liquid I had poured into a bottle. Fine bubbles immediately began to cling to the powder.

I placed the bottle on the ground and retreated to the entrance with Craig and the others.

The liquid took on a faint purple hue. Looking closely, I could see a faint purplish gas beginning to rise. I closed the hut door.

After a while, we heard a muffled cry, a sort of "Gu... keeeh."

We must have waited for a quarter of an hour. I first opened all the windows and both the front and back doors, then waited a while longer. Covering my mouth, I cautiously peeked inside from the entrance. It looked safe.

When I entered, all the birds in the cages were lying on the ground with their wings spread wide. Scattered feathers littered the area around them.

*Neigh*

The horse in the hut neighed as if nothing had happened. The cow was still eating grass, just as it had been when we left. The lizards, newts, and snake seemed to have enough energy to startle Noel all over again.

"It looks like we're okay," I said, and the other three came inside.

"No matter how many times I see it, this ain't a pleasant sight," Dalgan said as he checked on the dead birds. "Even the ducks, which took a while to affect in pollen form, were killed instantly."

"So instead of the pollen itself, you dissolved it in acid to create a mist?" Noel asked, grimacing at the dead birds. I nodded.

"I see. A poison mist. This way, we won't need any subterfuge to mix it into the horse-dragons' feed," Craig concluded.

"Yes. What's more, it appears to be harmless to animals without air sacs, which makes it much easier to handle."

If it had no effect on humans, its application would become dramatically simpler. And that tiny amount had produced this result. That was a blessing, considering we would need to use it on a large number of horse-dragons. All that was left was to figure out how to disperse this poison gas.

"And the time it takes to become effective is short as well."

"It works much faster than feeding them the pollen," Dalgan answered. We would need to repeat the experiment a few more times to be sure about that.

"But Ricardo, you are quite knowledgeable about poisons. Did you borrow Noel's wisdom?"

"...I was only told to prepare the materials," Noel said, glancing repeatedly in my direction. An awkward silence fell. Well, nobody wants to be friends with a guy who knows a lot about poisons.

"Please just chalk it up to one of my usual dreams," I said. I was referring to the experiment Fulsy, Dalgan, and I had conducted before to clarify the pollen's toxicity. The one where we used magic to test its pharmacokinetics. That experiment had suggested that the pollen turns into a gas in the stomach before affecting the lungs.

While its properties as a poison were different, the pathway was the same as the most famous poison used in mystery novels from my past life, potassium cyanide.

So, my idea was to turn it into a poison gas from the very beginning.

"I am joking. For now, your existence has been nothing but a boon to the kingdom. Besides, if something were to happen to you, we might lose Alfina's prophetic powers as well. I cannot afford such a great loss."

"In any case, please leave the deployment to the Knight Order," I said. As a former civilian, I had no knowledge of how to disperse poison gas on a battlefield.

"So, about this Crucid. How much can you prepare? I would also like to hear the details of its storage."

"Y-yes, um, it's not used very often, and for storage, well, it deteriorates over time, but making it is just a matter of dissolving it, so, um..." Noel stammered in response to Craig's question. I approached Dalgan, who was burying the dead birds.

"I'm sorry, senpai. For always making you do things you don't want to do." I said while helping him dig the hole. The meat was probably safe to eat, but I had no intention of trying it.

"We can't have the kingdom losing, can we? So, what's next?" he asked perceptively. I felt even more indebted to him.

"...About the gelatin and cow's blood you got for me the other day, I've run out. I need about twice as much as last time."

"...Twice as much isn't a huge amount. I'll get it. Still, a new dish in times like these?" Dalgan looked at me suspiciously.

"Well, it's a kind of food, I suppose." I said evasively. It wasn't humans who would be eating it. It was hard to tell him that I was having him prepare it just so it could rot.
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			10. A Worry Removed

			The head of the dragon, Baguild, had been dragged along the ground, its jaw bound with rope like a common criminal. Its enormous maw, a sight she had seen in nightmares, was now a wretched spectacle of broken fangs.

The black-clad army had departed for the subjugation only yesterday. She had heard that slaying a dragon, a beast boasting preeminent power even among monsters, normally took an entire week. And yet, there were zero casualties among the knights of her domain. For a disaster that had plagued her homeland for so long, the end was so anticlimactic it could be called abrupt. The implication was clear.

"Thank you, Prince Dagobard."

Lisabet bowed her head to the sullen, triumphant prince.

"...It couldn't fly, nor could it breathe fire. There's no pride in slaying a weakened dragon," Dagobard said, as if spitting the words out. "A few horse-dragons that were hit by its last-ditch, pathetic puff of air, which could hardly be called a breath, are feeling a bit unwell. That's all."

Despite reports that he had wielded his spear at the very front of the charge, there wasn't a single scratch on his black armor. The legion of horse-dragons lined up behind the prince also showed almost no signs of battle.

"Still, I find it fascinating that it was truly this effective," Maytyl said. "I wonder how a kingdom that suffers almost no damage from monsters managed to develop such a poison."

"Did you not say so yourself? That a plant found in the land where the dragon attacked was a poison effective against it. That country is nothing if not lucky."

"...That's true. It's the same as the information Biral's spies left in the kingdom obtained. But..."

Seemingly unconvinced, Maytyl fell deep into thought.

*He really meant it when he said he would help my homeland...*

Lisabet pictured the boy's face and felt her heart grow warm. It was Alfina who had arranged for her to meet with Craig before her return, but regarding that pollen, Ricardo had clearly held the decision-making power. Craig hadn't denied it either.

"With this, it's no wonder even the feeble knights of the kingdom could slay a dragon. We were made to be needlessly cautious. By all rights, we should have already taken the Royal Capital..."

"There's no doubt we were led to overestimate their strength many times over. But this brings up another issue. Their exceptional handling of the Castle-Eating Worms, and something..."

Lisabet realized their conversation was flowing in an ominous direction.

"Um, does this mean negotiations with the kingdom can resume."

"Magus Maytyl. We have the results for the horse-dragons."

Just as Lisabet was about to ask about future relations with the kingdom, a man in a black robe entered and whispered something in Maytyl's ear. The princess nodded with dissatisfaction.

"Just in case, observe them for another two days."

At Maytyl's instruction, the man in the black robe nodded with a "Yes," and immediately departed.

"How did it go?"

"The pollen had no effect on the horse-dragons. My prediction was wrong."

"Um, the results for the pollen..." Lisabet asked Maytyl. Dagobard grinned.

"It's simple. We fed the remaining pollen to the horse-dragons."

"A horse-dragon's body weight is one-tenth that of the dragon we defeated. We administered half the amount, but no... we mixed it into their feed and had them consume almost the entire portion, so it should be considered an equivalent dose. In other words, we gave them ten times the dose relative to their body weight. And even then, it had no effect on the horse-dragons."

"W-Why would you do such a thing?"

Lisabet was bewildered. That pollen was a precious substance that could only be obtained from the kingdom. Shouldn't they have saved it in preparation for the next dragon attack? And they had given it to the horse-dragons?

"It's simple," Maytyl said, as if admonishing a fool. "Horse-dragons and dragons are closely related creatures. A poison effective against dragons could potentially be effective against horse-dragons, don't you think?"

"...That may be so, but..."

Lisabet felt a weight in her stomach as if she had swallowed lead.

"This means the kingdom's poison has no effect on our horse-dragons. Kukuku, we've figured out the trick behind Craig's dragon slaying, and we've also learned that same trick won't work on us. With this, every last worry about invading the kingdom has been eliminated."

Dagobard laughed. Lisabet turned pale.

"H-How could you? The activity of the magic veins is subsiding, and we've even obtained a countermeasure against the greatest of monsters. There is no need to attack the kingdom, is there?"

"Are you serious? This is just like those who lack the aptitude. You say the magic veins are subsiding, but where is the guarantee that will continue?"

"W-Well... but, if that's the case, isn't it all the more dangerous to ruin our cooperative relationship with the kingdom?"

"Until now, that might have been true. But think about it. The kingdom is also experiencing monster floods in the west, though it's laughable to call an event of that scale a 'flood', and magic veins are appearing in the plains. It means that country is also experiencing abnormal fluctuations in its magic veins. You might be under a false impression, but we were not the ones who created the magic veins in the kingdom where the insects were sown. Manipulating magic veins is beyond human control. At least, it's impossible with our current sorcery."

"Ah..."

"Do you understand now? We have no idea what will become of the kingdom in the future, depending on how the magic veins fluctuate. What do you think would happen if monsters appeared in even half of the Empire's territory? Could that feeble country possibly handle it? Of course not. They would only have themselves to blame. But what would become of our country then? Needless to say, there's no guarantee our own magic veins would remain docile at such a time."

"..."

Lisabet fell silent. She recalled the peaceful image of the kingdom. If they were to suffer from monster attacks, how much chaos and damage would it cause? When that happened, it was almost certain that food exports to the Empire would cease.

"B-But, between the dragon slaying and their response to the Castle-Eating Worms our country released. Doesn't that suggest the kingdom has the wisdom to counter monsters?" Lisabet persisted nonetheless. The person who came to mind was that boy.

"Are you going to bet the lives of all our people on such a possibility? Hah. Then try and stop our army. If you can do that, then perhaps we'll acknowledge you as a negotiating partner."

Lisabet's words were dismissed out of hand. She looked to Maytyl, as if seeking salvation.

"Princess Maytyl, do you share the same opinion?"

"Well, I am certainly interested in the person who saw through the method for luring the Castle-Eating Worms and in this pollen. Say, Lisabet, you have an idea who the discoverer of this pollen is, don't you? Someone with no aptitude for sorcery."

Maytyl spoke as if she were discussing livestock.

"N-No, I was only told by Prince Craig..."

At this point, all Lisabet could do was remain silent.

"Hmm. Biral's report said it was likely someone familiar with the geography of the western region. I'd very much like for you, Dagobard, to capture him alive."

"I might bother if it were the Oracle Princess, but I have no time to waste on such vermin. The one who takes the kingdom is the one who will ascend the throne."

"Good grief. Speed is your army's only virtue. Try not to stumble."

As if Lisabet were no longer even in their sight, the two candidates for the throne exchanged cold smiles.
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			The Effect of Visualization in Sales

			Three well-dressed men were seated in the reception room of the Grand Ducal Castle of Bertold. One was an old man, one was middle-aged, and the last was a young man in his mid-twenties. All were heads of noble houses situated near Bertold.

The three of them had just finished the French toast they had been served. Drenched in a generous amount of honey, it was likely too sweet for the palate of a grown man. That was why I had deliberately served small portions and made refills freely available.

Incidentally, the only one who requested a second helping was the middle-aged man. He had the largest build of the three. *Perhaps he has a sweet tooth?*

"The other two don’t seem to be reacting very well," I said to Luiza, who stood beside me. "Regardless of their tastes, this should be considered a luxurious refreshment. I thought that sort of thing was important to them."

"I’m not surprised. They all have their issues with the current Grand Ducal house, you see. All three of them," Luiza replied, as if it were nothing at all. They were nobles from the west, aligned with the old Fellbach faction, who had managed to avoid having their houses dissolved. In other words, they were families that had endured hardship for twenty years. This made for a tricky business negotiation.

"I’m already bad enough at dealing with nobles."

"What sort of joke is that. Oh, you mean you’re worse with them than you are with royalty."

"That’s not it."

"They’re here."

Ignoring my protest, Luiza pointed out the reception room window. I could see Alfina and Euphillia walking down the corridor. Alfina noticed me and gave a small wave. I reflexively waved back, then became aware of Luiza’s gaze.

*I was just relieved to see more people I knew. It’s not because they’re royalty.*

"Well then, I’ll leave escorting Alfina-sama to you."

"My main job is just to handle the explanation, so I’ll do that."

"This is important in many ways, so I expect you to do a thorough job. And another thing, a presentation filled with numbers won’t be well received. I don’t mind it, but they will."

So said Luiza, who had already begun honey production in her own viscounty. In my hand, I clutched a sheet of paper densely packed with numbers, prepared by Mia.

"This is for my own reference. I have made an effort to be creative, you know."

The knowledge I have from my original world is limited to economics. The practical application of sales is still something I’m not good at.

"That’s reassuring. Well, I’m counting on you."

With that, Luiza patted my shoulder and moved toward a blind spot in the reception room. It seemed the furniture had been subtly arranged to make it easier to observe the invited guests. At that same moment, Alfina and Euphillia entered the room. The three nobles rose to their feet and bowed.

◇◇

The long exchange of pleasantries, which I could only describe as painstakingly polite, finally concluded. It seemed they had been reluctant to even come here, but their demeanor was now calm. This was likely due to the Grand Duchess’s authority.

"I am Ricardo of the Vinder Company. I will be in charge of today’s presentation."

I stepped away from the wall and moved forward. The three men’s eyes bored into the commoner standing beside the princess. I wish they wouldn’t look at me like I was some kind of talking dog.

"Now then, I will begin the explanation of our honey enterprise."

I gripped a piece of charcoal before the stone slate that had been prepared for me. The old man rested his chin on his hand, the young man’s eyes were clearly wary, the kind of look you give a con artist. The middle-aged man in the center simply craned his neck to look at me.

Kak, shuu. Su, shuu, su, shuu.

I drew a large square on the stone slate. Next, I drew four rectangles of different sizes inside it. The three men glanced my way but seemed completely uninterested. It reminded me of geometry class for the humanities students. Watching from the side, Luiza’s face grew worried.

"This large square, please consider it your entire domain."

At the word "domain," the eyebrows of the two men on the ends twitched. If you view nobles through a business lens, they are essentially landowners. They make their living by managing the real estate of their domain. My concept for this presentation was to visualize things according to their way of thinking. As a flawed salesman who can only rely on logical arguments, my only recourse was to explain the benefits using a line of reasoning they could follow.

"First, this rectangle on the right is your farmland."

I pointed to a rectangle that took up about thirty percent of the larger square. The smallest square above the farmland, at ten percent, is fallow land. Then, I explained that the twenty percent square on the left is the communal forest, and the largest, forty percent square, is grassland.

"In other words, only thirty percent of your domain directly contributes to this year’s income."

Even limiting it to the accessible parts of the domain, only thirty percent truly generates revenue. All three of them wore expressions that said, "So what?"

"That is where beekeeping comes in. By introducing it, you can also gain income from the fallow land and grassland, the fifty percent of your land that is currently idle."

I tapped the two rectangles that made up half the total area with the tip of the charcoal. Representing it as a ratio of the total area was meant to create a visual impact. Judging by their expressions, it had succeeded. The old man took his hand from his chin, and the young man’s sharp eyes were fixed on the slate. The middle-aged man, who seemed willing to listen from the start, showed little change.

"What a ridiculous story," the old man said. "The fallow land you pointed to is not idle. It is resting. If we were to force its use, all our farmland would eventually become barren wasteland that yields no harvest."

"The grasslands, which make up nearly half the domain, are far from the villages, and working them would require a great deal of labor," the young man continued. "Forcing such a task on our people would cause the income from our vital farmland to drop. Surely you don’t mean we can gain more income from the grasslands than from the farmland. And even if we could, if we don’t produce wheat, the villages will simply starve."

Hearing their words, I smiled to myself. Sensible objections were a sign that the presentation was starting to sink in.

"Yes, the importance of fallow land is exactly as you say. Furthermore, even if we utilize this fifty percent, the income will fall far short of what you earn from the thirty percent of farmland."

At my words, the old man and the young man wore expressions that said, "See? I told you so."

"So you admit you are mistaken."

But as the young man said this, his expression seemed a little disappointed. Perhaps he had been hoping for something after all. They had been treated poorly for a long time, receiving no stipends from the central government, and on top of that, their tax assessments were apparently quite harsh. Ever since the great generosity displayed at the winter tea party, talk of Leylia Village had started to spread among the nobility. Normally, it might be dismissed as an exception due to being financed by the princess’s private funds, but these men were neighboring lords.

"No, your points are quite valid, so I will address each one. As a nectar source for the honey, we will have you plant the seeds of this grass in your fallow fields."

From under the desk, I produced a potted milk vetch plant. In this world, they bloom in the summer, which was convenient.

"This flower produces the honey you just tasted. It is beginning to gain a reputation in the Royal Capital for its clean flavor. You would simply need to sow the seeds when you convert the fields to fallow after the harvest. As you can see, it is a weed, so it will grow without any care. Furthermore, please pay close attention to the roots of this plant."

I casually pulled one of the milk vetch plants from the pot. As I brushed away the dirt, the round swellings on the thin roots became visible.

"As you can see, there are small nodules on the roots of this plant. These nodules will help restore the fallow land."
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			"As you can see, these small nodules are attached to the roots of this plant. These nodules are what help restore the fallow land."

I was talking about nitrogen fixation by root nodule bacteria. When looking at plants from an elemental perspective, carbon, oxygen, and hydrogen are by far the most abundant. On the other hand, the three primary elements of fertilizer are nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. Why does this difference exist?

To harvest a crop is to remove the elements present in that soil. If you grow wheat in Leylia, transport it to the Royal Capital, and consume it, you have effectively removed hydrogen, oxygen, carbon, nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium from Leylia.

But when humans eat the wheat, the hydrogen, oxygen, and carbon are converted into water and carbon dioxide. In other words, they are quickly recycled through the air and rain. Put differently, even if you take them, they return almost immediately. Carbohydrates, made only from water and carbon dioxide, which is to say sugar, can actually be produced in limitless quantities as long as there is light. If there were a crop that bore fruit of pure sugar, theoretically, the problems of continuous cropping would never occur. Of course, a person could not survive by eating only that.

However, nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium, in the forms found in soil, are different. For this reason, they become depleted if you grow crops continuously. Nitrogen, which is essential for proteins and nucleic acids, is required in the largest quantity among these three.

Ironically, nitrogen itself exists in vast quantities in the air. This is true for Earth, where the atmosphere is seventy eight percent nitrogen. For comparison, carbon dioxide, the source of carbon, is just under zero point four percent. Considering that organisms from Earth are living in fundamentally the same way in this world, the composition is likely not that different here.

However, plants cannot directly utilize gaseous nitrogen molecules. The root nodule bacteria living in symbiosis with the roots of leguminous plants are what convert it into a usable form. It is a chemical reaction that requires a considerable amount of energy even with the help of bacteria, but the symbiotic relationship must make it profitable.

In short, planting milk vetch is a way to kill two birds with one stone, producing nitrogen fertilizer for the fallow land with its roots while producing nectar for honey with its flowers. Of course, some elements are taken away in the form of honey, but the amount is not significant, and it is mostly carbon and hydrogen.

Furthermore, milk vetch can also be used as pasture grass. The reason I called the honey business Project Renge was to pay my respects to this versatile plant.

"Next, regarding labor. It is not people but honeybees that collect nectar in fallow fields and grasslands. We have devised methods to manage their hives with minimal effort."

I opened the beehive I had brought into the hall. This hive is the hallmark of modern beekeeping. The comb section can be easily separated. It is a system that not only simplifies honey collection but also allows the combs to be reused.

"This is my answer to the concerns you both have raised. What do you think?"

At my words, the three of them fell silent, exchanging glances with one another.

"I cannot trust it. Especially that plant you speak of planting in fallow fields. I have never heard such a convenient tale."

If his domain was in the southwest, milk vetch should be growing there naturally. That must be why the idea does not feel tangible to him.

"Then, allow me to present a practical example. I will have Princess Alfina, as the local lord, explain the beekeeping operation in Leylia Village."

I wrote "Leylia" on the square slate and switched places with Alfina.

They probably never imagined the princess herself would give an explanation. All three were astonished. Paying them no mind, Alfina began to describe the operational status of Leylia Village. She spoke of the rather crass topic of territorial income in her beautiful, calm voice.

"And so. Leylia's tax revenue for this year is as follows."

The amount Alfina displayed made the three men's eyes widen in shock.

"Please wait. Regarding what you just said..." "Yes, the meaning of that is..."

She answered their questions precisely as well. She even mentioned the workers by name to explain that the business was possible with a small number of people. At times she used hand gestures to demonstrate the procedures. It was as if she had actually done it herself. *Well, she has done it before...*

"As for the restoration of fallow land with milk vetch, in Leylia, the harvest after returning fallow land to cultivation was..."

Alfina also explained the effects of the milk vetch. The old man who had called my story dubious was now listening with rapt attention. I understand how he feels, so I do not mind. Besides, Alfina is a truly gifted speaker. She even managed to lighten the mood by talking about how beautiful the milk vetch flowers were.

*I'm starting to feel like I wasn't even needed.*

"I have indeed heard that the village is becoming prosperous, but..." the old man grumbled.

"In my domain, too, we are starting to have a small surplus of labor. If it is only that many people..." the young man also mused.

"However, even if we produce it, I wonder if it will actually sell," said the middle-aged noble who had been listening silently, his tone calm.

"Indeed. We are not exactly in favor at the Royal Capital."

Alfina looked at me. Whoops, I had forgotten I still had a part to play.

"As for sales, please leave that to Vinder. We will advertise it as a product supplied to the Plural Company, which has a reputation as the finest confectionery shop in the Royal Capital."

I had once come up with the brand name "Saintess's Nectar," but I quickly retracted it. I can never forget Mia's cold stare at that moment.

"Plural's..."

Even if they did not know Vinder, they would know Plural. Serving them French toast at the beginning was partly for this reason.

"Regarding transportation, honey preserves well. And if you can transport it to Bertold, we have a promise from the Giverny Company to handle it from there."

"Giverny... that is the Chancellor's..."

That was the logistics company that helped us during the slime mold subjugation. Transportation is secured across the kingdom's east and west, from Bertold to the Royal Capital and to the Grynisias Ducal territory in the east.

In other words, this was a proposal that packaged the production know-how, sales brand, and transportation. If I were to look for a similar model in modern Japan, it would probably be a franchise business.

"How much capital is needed at the start?" the young noble asked me.

Vinder would also profit from the beehives and swarming, but the biggest issue was the water wheel. The young man hung his head at the amount I told him. He should be able to recoup his investment quickly, but it was still a steep price for start-up capital.

But I had a solution prepared for that as well. I looked at the ruler of this region.

"I shall arrange for the financing. While I am at it, our house will also accept the honey for storage in our warehouses in Bertold," Euphillia declared.

◇◇

"You have done well. Now then, I shall be counting on you again tomorrow," Euphillia said after the three nobles had departed.

"How many more times?"

"At least ten more people. Spread over three days."

I grew weary.

"By the way, was that good enough? All three of them avoided giving an immediate answer..."

Mainly thanks to Alfina, I thought it was just about the best presentation possible. I had expected some resistance to the Chancellor's involvement, but it seemed they were actually relieved. While not exactly a windfall, the conditions should have been quite favorable.

"Matters of one's domain do not proceed so simply. Especially in the current climate. On the whole, your methods are so novel that it is a great effort just to keep pace. Besides..."

"Yes, no matter how great the advantage, there will always be those who will not side with us," Luiza said.

"You mean..."

Nobles from the Second Prince Faction, or those with ties to the Empire?

"That is exactly what it means. This briefing session has a primary objective. to create an atmosphere that the west has a bright future. By doing so, we unite our allies and secure those who are wavering. And it makes it easier to sort out our enemies."

*So our business is being used for a major political purpose.* Well, seeing as the Grand Duchess is an investor, I cannot really complain.

"We must hurry, at least in the areas surrounding Bertold. It seems the Imperial army has finally begun to move."

Euphillia looked north out the window. By now, Prince Craig should be leading the knight order and preparing the defenses. Apparently, even after the general strategy was decided at that meeting, there were all sorts of troublesome matters to handle before the army could actually be organized.

Still, it seems we have avoided the worst-case scenario, a surprise attack while we were completely unprepared. All that's left is to pray that the countermeasures against the Horse-Dragons will work well.
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			Atop the castle gates of Kazel, a city in the kingdom's northwest, a knight flanked by two subordinates gazed to the north. Smoke was rising from beyond the mountains.

"Your Highness. That direction is Morant's..."

"We haven't even received a report that the enemy has crossed the river. This is..."

"Refrain from making any rash judgments until a report arrives," Craig said, turning to his subordinates. Seeing their commander’s usual cheerful expression, the two men, who had been on edge, regained their composure. Craig glanced to his left and right. He could not allow their agitation to spread to the feudal lords' troops defending the walls.

*Just as I expected, and yet completely unforeseen,* Craig murmured to himself, turning his back to his men again. Morant was the deepest of the fortresses established to counter the Empire. Its fall was far too great to be a mere signal for the start of war.

"Prince Craig, where is Your Highness!"

A knight in immaculate armor came running toward them. His frantic gait made his panic obvious. The message was likely from the only man in the army who outranked him.

"It seems there are still others who need to be calmed." With that mutter, Craig swept his cloak around him.

◇◇

"Morant has already fallen? What were the lookouts on the great river doing!"

Hearing the report from a wounded survivor of the Morant garrison, Marquis Tembelg, Commander of the First Knight Order, slammed his fist on the table.

"Commander-in-Chief. Please calm yourself."

"...If the fortress fell, they must have used siege weapons. Isn't that an impossible speed?"

Admonished by a subordinate half his age, Tembelg took a deep breath before asking again. It was a question Craig had been wondering about as well. Under the gazes of the two knight commanders, the soldier opened his mouth hesitantly.

"A fast horse from the unit watching the great river did arrive, sir. However, right behind it was an Imperial army of over two hundred, riding monsters. The moment Morant learned of the enemy's river crossing, the battle had already begun."

Under normal circumstances, it would take a day and a half to march from the crossing point to Morant. Even with Horse-Dragons, it was estimated to take about a day. No matter how fast they were, they wouldn't be moving with only combat troops.

"Were the wagons also pulled by dragons?" Craig asked. If that were the case, they would have to recalculate the number of monsters the enemy possessed. The soldier shook his head vigorously.

"No, we didn't see a supply unit at all. However, the monsters' backs and bodies were laden with a large amount of cargo. And several of the monsters were pulling enormous logs covered in metal. Those logs are what broke through the castle gate. They were rotating, wrapped in magic."

He said the Horse-Dragon legion had charged the fortress gates with the momentum of their march. Arrows were ineffective against the Horse-Dragons, and the knights riding them had enhanced their defenses with magic. The magically reinforced logs, carried by that same momentum, struck the gate and shattered it in a single blow. The fortress had apparently fallen in less than an hour.

Executing a lightning assault deep inside the defensive line, using the Horse-Dragons' transport capacity with only combat troops. It was a tactic Craig hadn't thought they would carry out so thoroughly.

The battering ram mentioned in the report was also a problem. It was common knowledge that unlike a knight channeling magic into their own armor, the efficiency of magic plummeted even with the slightest distance from the target. Anti-monster arrows made of Sorcery Gold, which focused magic into a much smaller arrowhead compared to a sword, still had a limited range.

This was why magic was difficult to use in interpersonal combat. It was expected that the Empire possessed a large quantity of magic crystals, but had they stockpiled such an immense amount for this war? Or perhaps...

They also had to discard the assumption that the highly mobile Horse-Dragons were poor at siege warfare. This enemy was stronger than they had imagined. Craig looked at the expressions of the knights around him. They were uniformly in shock. They had grown accustomed to peace, only to be shown such overwhelming power in the opening battle. At this rate, the panic would spread throughout the entire army.

Suppressing his own anxiety, Craig calmly analyzed the situation. There were three main causes. The first, of course, was what the report had just revealed, the unimaginable power of the Empire's Horse-Dragon unit. The other two were problems on their own side.

Originally, Craig should have already been in Morant to execute his strategy against the Horse-Dragons. He had been unable to because of a delay in assembling his forces. The armies of the eastern lords, which should have arrived in the Royal Capital, were still held up near Kurtheite.

Even when Craig had tried to hurry, he had been held back by Tembelg, who disliked his subordinates rushing ahead and had taken time to persuade him otherwise.

Still, Craig doubted he could have handled the situation even if he had been there. The Empire's Horse-Dragon legion was just that powerful.

"Commander-in-Chief. With Morant fallen, we must assume that the enemy's next target will be here, at Kazel."

Craig reminded Tembelg of his own words.

"Y-yes, that's right."

Creating a two-front threat against both the Royal Capital and Bertold would mean the western half of the kingdom would be cut off. That was precisely why they had established their main camp here. But now that camp, which should have been shielded by the forward fortresses, lay exposed before the enemy's sharp vanguard.

"Against such a powerful Imperial force, I fear the walls of Kazel may not be enough..." one of Tembelg's staff officers said, his expression filled with fear.

"No, they may be dragons, but there are only two hundred of them. And no matter how much they can carry, they cannot continue to fight without a supply train. They cannot procure feed for their monsters within the kingdom," Count Adele asserted from beside Craig.

"That's right, two hundred cannot possibly besiege Kazel. If we hole up, victory is ours," a western noble declared. The knights around him voiced their agreement.

"With Morant's fall, the forward fortresses are cut off. The enemy's follow-up forces can cross with ease," Tembelg's staff officer countered.

Regardless of his motive, he wasn't wrong. They had to assume the enemy had already begun constructing a supply base. They would likely advance on Kazel with the Horse-Dragon unit at the forefront, followed by other organized forces. If the Horse-Dragons breached the gates and allowed enemy troops to pour in, a defensive siege would be easily broken.

"Commander of the Anti-Monster Knight Order. Your plan against the Horse-Dragons was difficult to execute at Kazel, was it not?"

Craig had explained it countless times before departing for Morant. Although the effectiveness of that dragon-killing poison had increased dramatically, dispersing it into the air meant concentration was a major issue. Using it in an open field was difficult. The original plan had been to lure them inside the fortress of Morant and release the poison within its confined space.

Kazel was a city, incomparably larger than a fortress, and it had gates on all four sides.

What’s more, half of the pollen they had in storage had just been transported to Morant. According to his subordinate's report, it had been burned along with the other supplies.

"To be absolutely certain, Kazel is too large," Craig affirmed his superior's assessment.

"The surest path to victory is to confront them with a larger force, including the eastern lords' armies, from behind the walls of the Royal Capital," Tembelg stated.

"I agree. The enemy's strength is far too... no, it's abnormal. We must take every precaution," followed a staff officer from the First Knight Order.

"Does that mean you intend to abandon us, the people of the west?" one of the western lords shouted. That outburst triggered a wave of others insisting on defending Kazel to the death.

"I-if something were to happen to the Royal Capital, the kingdom itself would be..." a noble from the central territories countered. The war council descended into chaos, a fruitless, deadlocked debate driven by their respective positions and interests. The trouble was that both sides had a valid point.

If the main royal army were to withdraw from Kazel, not only Kazel but Bertold would be in danger. The western lords would be thrown into turmoil. Nobles the Empire had already reached out to would likely defect, triggering an avalanche of others following suit.

A large part of the kingdom's west would fall under Imperial control. If the enemy seized the western breadbasket, the Imperial army could maintain a prolonged presence in the kingdom. Before long, a permanent supply route would be established from the Empire to transport Horse-Dragon feed and magic crystals. Strategically, it would be a decisive victory for the enemy.

But what would happen if they defended Kazel and were defeated? Considering the speed of the Horse-Dragons, a retreat to the Royal Capital would be extremely difficult. The main royal army would likely be annihilated before it even reached the capital. In that case, the Royal Capital itself would be on the brink of collapse. In other words, choosing to make a stand at Kazel, which lacked sufficient defenses against the Horse-Dragons, meant betting the very fate of the kingdom.

*To think, they've already put us in a pincer before Kazel has even fallen.* Craig gave a self-deprecating smile.

"What are your thoughts, Prince Craig?"

All eyes focused on the hero prince. He tore his gaze away from the pleading eyes of the western nobles.

"I believe the Commander-in-Chief's policy is the appropriate one."

Given the enemy's strength, the basic strategy of using the Royal Capital's walls and a large army was correct. Besides, he had another concern, one he could not voice here, the other unit mentioned in the Empire's coded message, separate from the Horse-Dragons. And the movements of the enemy within.

"However, even if we retreat to the capital, someone will need to remain."

"...That is, of course, true."

"I will lead the elite of the Anti-Monster Knight Order to delay the enemy as much as possible. Then, if the enemy heads for the capital, we will act as a mobile force to threaten their rear and, if possible, cut their supply lines. If the enemy aims for Bertold, we will retreat to Bertold and defend it. How does that sound?"

The predecessor to Craig's knight order was a mobile unit. Moreover, their mobility was high, especially with those new carriages. Of course, it was small comfort compared to the Horse-Dragons, but his unit was the only one with a chance of survival if they stayed behind to the very end.

"You yourself will command the rearguard. But if something were to happen to Your Highness..." Tembelg faltered. He wasn't worried about Craig personally. But if Prince Craig, a hero on top of being royalty, were to fall, it would deliver an extraordinary blow not just to the army's morale, but to the entire kingdom's. The greater his past achievements, the more severe the backlash would be.

Life-risking deeds create a hero, but once created, that hero is not allowed to die. Yet Tembelg had to know they were not in a situation where they could afford such sentiments.

"I believe there is no other choice."

"Understood. We will trust in Your Highness's valor," Tembelg nodded. With Craig remaining, the western lords also regained a sliver of composure. Some among them looked at him as if he were a literal god of war.

Of course, Craig had no intention of dying. Ultimately, he believed that his plan was the only way to defeat the Horse-Dragons. To execute it, he needed to secure freedom of action.

And that man should still be staying in Bertold.

*Looks like my dear sister-in-law will resent me again,* Craig thought as he shook the hand Tembelg offered.
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			The great gates of Bertold swung open, and the Knight Order's carriages began to file in one after another. Among the knights guarding the convoy, I spotted a familiar face. Claudia's expression softened with relief.

"Where is Prince Craig," I asked Adele. I had a bad feeling. The knights of Bertold had returned two days ago.

Just then, I heard the sound of hoofbeats.

"Alright, alright. Good to see you were here in Bertold. That settles it, we've won."

Craig wiped his grimy forehead and grinned at me. *What is this prince talking about?*

◇◇

"Morant fell before we even had a chance to use the poison. And this is the result."

We were gathered in a meeting room at the grand ducal residence. Craig's explanation made the gravity of the situation painfully clear. They had anticipated a lightning-fast operation by a mobile force, and their predictions about the enemy's target had been spot on. And yet, they had been completely overwhelmed by sheer speed.

Their supply and combat units moved as one, like a nomadic horde. Considering the transport capacity of the horse-dragons, such an operation was certainly not impossible. If the Heyleight dragon was a heavy gunship, then the horse-dragons were like armored vehicles.

"It's a wonder you made it out safely..."

"Yes, we would have been done for without those carriages and the Great Sage's antenna. The enemy's pace did eventually slow, thankfully. But even as we speak, they are bringing the western part of the kingdom under their control. And we are unable to move. Our operational ranges are simply too different. If one of our positions is attacked, we can't send reinforcements."

Craig's words painted a bleak picture. At this rate, the western kingdom would collapse. A nation's primary duty is to ensure the security of its people. In a situation where it fails to do so, any talk of loyalty goes right out the window.

"Unless we do something about that horse-dragon legion, we're powerless."

"Exactly. Which means our only hope lies with your poison, Ricardo. The problem is, we have very little of it left. We should assume we only have one shot."

Turning the pollen into a gas had multiplied its effectiveness several times over, but gasses are at the mercy of the wind and diffuse in an instant anyway. Trapping two hundred horse-dragons in a gas of sufficient concentration for the required time was next to impossible.

We could try dusting the horse-dragons with pollen and then hitting them with the acid. It might work on a few if we catch them by surprise, but doing it to a significant number was out of the question. We could sneak into the enemy camp at night and spread it around the resting horse-dragons... but that would require infiltration, and the wind would likely carry it away in a heartbeat.

Fill a moat with acid and drop pollen from the walls... We could never procure that much acid. Spreading the pollen outside the castle beforehand... same problem. We just didn't have enough acid. We didn't have that kind of quantity even before we lost our supplies at Morant.

"So, what's our strategist's plan?"

Craig asked. I looked left and right, wondering who he was talking about. For some reason, everyone in the room was looking at me. *How many times do I have to tell them I'm an amateur when it comes to military matters...*

"There's no better plan than luring them into a fort. If I had to add anything, it would be that we should focus our defensive construction not on keeping them out, but on keeping them *in*. Specifically, that means setting up our measures inside the gate."

Normally, you would place something like sharpened barricades outside the gate to keep the enemy from approaching. But this time, we would do the opposite. It would probably be easier.

Entering and exiting are not symmetrical actions. There is plenty of room for a charge on the approach to the gate from the outside, but the same isn't true for the reverse. I drew a diagram to explain the strategy.

"I see. The enemy would likely see it as our last desperate struggle. This will require a fair amount of construction work, though."

"Under those conditions, it would have to be one of these two forts, this one or this one..."

Euphillia's butler pointed to the map. They were old fortresses located to the east and west of Bertold.

"The problem, then, is how to lure the enemy there..."

I looked at the small fort on the map. Under normal circumstances, it was a worthless location. If Bertold fell, it would return to being a meaningless ruin. Its distance from anything important was awkward, making it useless even as a stronghold for resistance forces.

"If using me as bait would solve this, it'd be simple," Craig said.

Let's assume the Anti-Monster Knight Order established its headquarters in this fort. From the enemy's perspective, the bulk of the west's organized fighting forces and a symbol of the kingdom would be located in a place they could easily capture. That would certainly be a temptation.

Still, if I were the enemy commander, I would prioritize attacking Bertold. The grand duke's knights and the surrounding nobles' troops alone could not possibly defend it, which would be rather convenient for the enemy. By taking Bertold, they could confront Craig in a much more advantageous position.

Besides, it was an obvious trap.

I understood now. The opening battle at Morant had been our best and biggest chance.

"There is one person who is more valuable to the Empire than I am."

Craig looked at me. He looked at me as if I were the main prize that came with a piece of chocolate, not the other way around. From my perspective, I was definitely just the chocolate.

A flash of all the trouble I had caused the Empire ran through my mind. While I couldn't say it was my express purpose, I was confident I had earned a spot on the front page of the Empire's most-wanted list. Probably in the single digits.

If the Anti-Monster Knight Order was defeated and Bertold fell, information about me would naturally reach them. From a self-preservation standpoint, it might be worth the risk... No, that was a bad idea.

I met Craig's gaze without letting my expression change. Craig shook his head as well.

At this point, the odds of the Empire recognizing my importance were practically zero. Even if we leaked them every bit of information we had, it would just scream "trap." Besides, they could simply take Bertold and then look for me at their leisure. Or rather, the moment Bertold and Craig's knights were defeated, there would be nothing I could do on my own anyway.

"If we combine my value as bait with Ricardo's—"

Apparently, Craig had thought of a bundle deal. It's as pointless as bundling a pair of long-handled pruning shears with a luxury car. Then again, if I was with Craig, perhaps my value would seem a little more plausible.

"Um!"

Alfina stood up. When she heard I would be attending the meeting, she had insisted on coming along.

"The Imperial commander is Prince Dagobard, is he not? If so, what if I were to act as the decoy?"

Alfina had just proposed something outrageous.

"Alfie, that's..."

"Your Highness, please refrain from such a dangerous course of action."

Both Euphillia and Claudia protested. It was true, that prince had a strong fixation on the Oracle Princess. I had seen it with my own eyes at the Shoken Festival, and there were several passages in the Empire's coded documents that seemed to refer to it.

It appeared the Empire was aware that the Oracle's crystal was connected to the magic veins. Since a magic tool and its user are a set, Alfina was certainly valuable.

"...It changes nothing. They can deal with it after taking Bertold. Besides, there is no reason for you to go to that fort, Alfina."

Craig shook his head, but Alfina shook hers back. She then looked at the noble lady waiting at her side. Luiza stood up, looking rather reluctant.

"No, there is a reason. From this eastern fort, there is a side road that leads to the Royal Capital. Furthermore, Viscount Sagian's territory is near the fort. The road passes through his lands."

"Viscount Sagian?"

"He is the middle-aged nobleman who attended the initial briefing. He listened to our explanation with great interest, but when he heard that a company with ties to the Chancellor was involved, his expression changed for a moment, becoming the complete opposite of the other two."

I hadn't noticed at all. So, he was a potential traitor. The kind of person who would likely leak information to the Empire that Alfina was attempting to escape to the capital in secret.

A member of the royal family fleeing to the capital during wartime. That was more than plausible. If we hadn't known about the horse-dragons beforehand, Alfina would have been evacuated to the Royal Capital long ago.

"Are you suggesting we ask Sagian to aid in Alfina's escape?" Euphillia asked, her face etched with concern.

◇◇

"Princess Alfina, why would you suggest something so reckless..." I said to Alfina after the meeting had concluded.

"The situation is dire, is it not? I believe some risks are unavoidable."

Alfina shook her head at my words.

"Offering yourself as a decoy is more than 'some risk'."

"For you to say that to me, Ricardo-kun... You are going to a dangerous place anyway. I would feel more at ease if I were with you."

"No, there's no point if we both get captured..."

"If I am valuable to the Empire, then perhaps I can offer you some small measure of protection, Ricardo-kun."

Alfina said it as if it were nothing. I was left speechless.

"Besides, this is a plan you devised, is it not, Ricardo-kun? I am sure everything will be fine."

Alfina smiled brightly and took both of my hands in hers. *Unbelievable. This means I absolutely cannot fail.*
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			Klang, klang.

A shrill bell, like a scream, rang through the fortress.

Kicking up clouds of dust, an otherworldly host closed in. They were a legion clad entirely in black, from their mounts' harnesses to the knights who rode them. They maintained a perfect trapezoidal formation as they drew ever nearer. The sight of monsters, beings from outside the human world, moving as a clearly organized force was nothing short of terrifying.

*Let's see, add the top and bottom bases, divide by two, then multiply by the height... gives me a little over 160. Considering they must have left garrisons and messengers in Morant and Cazel, they've likely mobilized almost everyone they can.*

The man on the especially large horse-dragon at the center of the front rank, could that be the Black Prince, Dagobard?

By contrast, looking down at our own defenses, the nearly square stone walls were cracked in places, and the wooden gate with its rounded corners looked unreliable. It reminded me of my past life, where forts were nothing more than historical landmarks.

*Even knowing this place is meant to be breached, it's still a blow to morale.*

Inside the fortress, the final preparations were underway just inside the gate. The planks had been removed from the path that Alfina’s carriage and Craig’s knight order had just used to enter. The Bertold craftsmen who had helped with the construction had already scattered into the surrounding forest. Now, the knights were erecting barricades. A makeshift camp had already been established in the center of the fort, walled in by the transport unit's wagons.

My own fingers, clutching a bag of purple powder, were stained with dirt. The time was nearly dusk. It seemed we had made it just in time.

"All that's left now is to pray they take the bait."

◆◆　◆◆　◆◆

"All forces, halt."

Dagobard stopped his troops before the fortress.

While waiting for a shipment of horse-dragon fodder in the town he had occupied as a base for conquering Bertold, he had received information from an informant. The Oracle Princess was in Bertold and was attempting to evacuate to the Royal Capital. What's more, she was reportedly being escorted by Craig's knight order.

Dagobard scoffed at the disgraceful sight of two royals ‘fleeing together’ and decided to turn his forces east.

"So this is as far as Craig can run."

Dagobard recalled his recent one-sided victories that could hardly be called battles. The forts surrounding the river crossing had been reasonably well maintained. He had even been impressed by their decision to make the town of Cazel their main headquarters.

But once the fighting began, it was all over in an instant. As soon as he crushed the fort of Morant, the Kingdom's main army had swiftly retreated to the Royal Capital. Not only did Cazel fall easily, but the defensive line south of it was extremely weak.

Only Craig's knight order had managed to evade them skillfully, as if they knew his movements perfectly.

But that too was over. Craig was merely a bonus this time, but crushing the hero would be effective for pacifying the west and for his future rule.

"Still, what do they hope to achieve by holing up in a place like this?"

Dagobard felt a sense of unease at the prospect of a siege with no chance of victory.

Judging by the soldiers standing at the gate, it didn't seem to have been abandoned. But it was in an awkward location, unlikely to be of any real strategic value for the defense of Bertold to the west.

"Perhaps they realized we would catch up to them and intend to buy time until nightfall."

"Thinking they have a better chance of escape under the cover of darkness, is that it? What is Bertold's status?"

"Sir, we've received reports that there is a great deal of activity within the city walls."

"So they can't abandon two of their royals... Even so, the Kingdom's magic detection is remarkably precise."

Dagobard thought for a moment before quickly looking up.

"Alright, we will divide the force into three. The first unit will take position with me at the front. The second unit will circle around to the rear. On my signal, you will storm the front and rear gates simultaneously. The third unit will split to the left and right outside the fortress and encircle it. Do not let a single person escape."

Once he swiftly captured Craig and the Oracle Princess, he could turn around and crush the reinforcements from Bertold, and the western campaign would be over. Dagobard's lips curled into a smirk as he imagined the frustrated face of his rival, Maytyl.

At his second-in-command's order, the force split into groups of sixty, fifty, and fifty.

Dagobard waited for the second unit, led by his subordinate, to move into position behind the fortress.

Gong, gong.

As Dagobard raised his arm, the gongs signaling the start of the attack rang out. The Sorcery Gold battering ram began to rotate. The horse-dragon legion, surrounding it, charged toward the fortress. A token volley of arrows flew from the walls.

He could see the arrowheads glowing, so they were likely imbued with magic. But they posed no threat to the horse-dragons' scales or the thick armor designed for mounted combat.

*Crack! Screeeech... CRASH!!!*

The old wooden gate shattered before Dagobard's eyes with surprising ease. His men rushed into the fortress, vying to be the first inside. But in the next moment, the two lead riders suddenly vanished.

"It's a pitfall!"

The ground around the gate suddenly gave way. Behind the pitfall was a barricade, apparently built from the wreckage of the fort's other buildings. Arrows rained down from beyond it.

"Insolent tricks."

He gave a command to his horse-dragon through the reins. Its scales began to glow, deflecting the arrows. One of the riders who had fallen into the pit managed to climb back out, but the other horse-dragon seemed to have injured its leg. He saw the soldier who had released his reins hastily cover the beast’s mouth. White smoke was rising from the leg of the horse-dragon that had escaped the pit.

"Commander, it looks like acid."

Looking closely, he could see a pool of water at the bottom of the pit.

"Such a pointless gesture."

The battering ram was now stuck in the bottom of the pitfall, but a flimsy log fence like that would be useless. At Dagobard's command, four riders galloped away from the gate. After getting a running start, the four knights leaped over the pit in perfect unison. The spears they brandished in mid-air struck the barricade blocking their path. The wooden structure was blown apart with ease. The knights and soldiers behind the barricade scattered like spiders.

Dagobard nonchalantly leaped over the pit. He heard the sound of splintering wood from the other side of the fortress.

His view now clear, he could see a makeshift defensive wall in the distance, constructed from a line of wagons. He caught sight of a girl in a white dress with silver-blue hair, and his tongue darted across his lips.

"Well now, to think the Hero Prince himself would try to flee alongside the Oracle Princess."

Dagobard looked at Craig, who stood protectively in front of Alfina, his sword pointed toward them.

His prey was completely surrounded in the center of the fortress. The soldiers on the walls were desperately trying to clear the barricades they themselves had built on the stairs.

Though he had been wary at first, ever since he learned that the dragon subjugation had been accomplished with poison, he had nothing but contempt for the man.

"If you surrender, I will spare your lives and promise you will be treated as prisoners of war."

In response to Dagobard's words, Craig silently opened the bag in his hand. It was filled with a purple powder.

"Kukukuku... Ahahahahahaha! I see, so you're finally playing your trump card."

Dagobard burst out laughing. An urn was brought before Craig. Surely it wasn't his final drink. For whatever reason, Craig tossed the contents of the bag into the urn.

"What is he doing..."

A faint purple smoke rose from the urn. Was it some kind of device for spreading the pollen? No, on closer inspection, he could see a slight wisp of smoke drifting from the windows of the wagons surrounding Craig's group as well.

Dagobard was exasperated by the worn-out magic trick.

"I don't care about the prince, but do not harm the Oracle Princess."

Just as Dagobard gave the order to his men, the two riders at either end of the line swayed unsteadily.

"Commander. The horse-dragons!"

He realized that purple smoke was now emanating from the surrounding buildings as well. He saw a horse-dragon on the outermost edge of the formation buckle at the knees. The way its jaw moved up and down as if gasping for air reminded him of the dragon subjugation from half a month ago.

The image of a horse-dragon that had fallen ill after being exposed to the dragon's desperate, dying breath flashed through his mind. His reason told him, *It shouldn't be dangerous.* His instinct screamed, *This is a threat.* Torn between the two, he chose to trust his instinct.

"Make the horse-dragons hold their breath. We're getting out of this fortress."

He conveyed his will to his mount through the reins, forcibly overriding the powerful instinctual resistance to a command that went against its survival, a resistance far stronger than what was needed to make it endure pain. His horse-dragon spun around swiftly. With only a slight delay, his men all followed suit.

A unit that could switch from attack to retreat in an instant. Under any other circumstances, he would have boasted of their training and discipline.

"Why..."

Dagobard bit his lip as he retreated along the path he had come. Looking around, he saw that the faint smoke was rising from many of the buildings inside the fortress. And behind him, one by one, the horse-dragons were collapsing.

As he approached the gate he was aiming for, he saw small objects being dropped from above. He heard a *splash*.

Purple smoke began to rise lazily from the pitfall. He ordered his horse-dragon, still holding its breath, to increase its speed. But its footing became unsteady. The wooden planks from the barricade they had just destroyed were now arranged like rollers on the ground.

"So this is what they were for."

Dagobard realized with a start that the trap had not been set to keep them out, but to keep them in. He heard the heavy thuds of his men collapsing behind him. His own horse-dragon, trying to obey his command to the very end, finally opened its mouth wide. The sound of hoofbeats was closing in from behind.

Beyond the gate, the third unit had gathered, having noticed the situation. But between him and them...

"Do not enter. Retreat to Cazel!!"

Dagobard shouted to his men, who were about to charge in through the pale purple smoke.

The next moment, his horse-dragon's legs buckled. Dagobard was thrown to the ground. The sudden severing of his link to the beast disrupted the flow of his magic, and a backlash of tremendous pain shot through his arm. He peeled the reins from his arm, which clung to his skin, and pushed himself up with a bloodied hand.

"If you surrender, I will guarantee your treatment as a prisoner of war."

The tip of a greatsword was pressed against the side of his neck. When he slowly turned his head, he saw that the army he believed to be the fastest and strongest was lying utterly defeated on the ground. Dagobard glared at Craig.

"Why? That poison shouldn't work on horse-dragons."
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			Preparations for withdrawal were underway at the fort as dusk fell. The spoils of war were great, so there was much to transport. In addition to the total of 110 monsters that had attacked from the front and rear, another 20 that had entered through the back gate to rescue their allies were caught in the traps. It seemed only about 30 had managed to escape.

We had also managed to capture one Horse-Dragon alive, one that had injured its leg in a pitfall trap at the beginning of the assault and had taken refuge outside the fort. This meant we had wiped out over sixty percent of the confirmed Horse-Dragon unit. I didn't know how many they had left in the Empire proper, but they would surely need them to defend their homeland from magic beasts, even if things were currently calm.

On top of all that, their commander had fallen into our hands.

Of course, considering the strength of the Horse-Dragons, even the remaining force was a significant threat. This was especially true in an open field battle, where the pollen was difficult to use. Still, their movements should be severely restricted from now on. They would never suspect that we were almost completely out of pollen.

We should be able to manage until this year's harvest, which Jacob and his team were collecting, arrived.

The next problem was...

"I'm not going to be able to figure this out without the director, Noel, and Mia's help."

I tilted my head, studying the pattern drawn on the Horse-Dragon's reins. Just then, a summons came from Prince Craig.

◇◇

Inside a simple tent set up within the fort, the black-clad prince was tied to a chair.

"You're here. I'm in the middle of questioning our prisoner, but I wanted your advice, Ricardo."

Prince Craig spoke, pointedly ignoring Alfina, who was clinging to my side. Personally, I didn't want Alfina anywhere near Dagobard's sight. However, it was better for her to be aware of the information manipulation we'd employed for the sake of the future.

The prince, bound to his chair, glared at me. *The academy during the Shoken Festival, the royal palace after the Heyleight subjugation, and now here. This is the third time we've met.*

"You're that person from... I see, so you weren't a commoner after all."

Dagobard said, looking between me and Alfina. He was mistaken, but it was a more sensible reaction than his older brother's. Alfina's grip on my arm tightened.

"So, I need you to explain that poison. Our prisoner here is insisting that it shouldn't have any effect on Horse-Dragons. Apparently, they tested it by feeding them a large amount before they came to attack us."

"So they went with hypothesis two. I really can't underestimate them."

I remarked. *Leave it to the experts on magic beasts.*

"But are you sure it's alright to tell him?"

"Yes, we won't be able to use the same trick again anyway. Besides, to be honest, I don't fully understand it myself."

"I did explain it to you. Starting from the point that the more herbivorous a bird is, the less effective the pollen becomes."

*He has no idea how much trouble I put Dalgan through for that.*

"Hahaha, if even I don't fully understand it, then our secret is perfectly safe," Prince Craig said with a meaningful glance.

"Understood. Well then, let's conduct a little experiment."

*This is also a good opportunity to gauge the Empire's scientific level.* I had them bring me the remaining acid and some meat. I soaked thin strips of meat in the acid, which was in a glass jar.

"The stomachs of animals, including humans, produce acid to dissolve meat."

"..."

I stirred the liquid with a rod, dissolving the meat. The prince watched me with a gaze that was pure, murderous intent.

"That's why the stomachs of animals with stronger carnivorous tendencies produce more acid."

*I think the experiment that proved the effect of gastric acid involved making a bird of prey swallow meat inside a metal cage. It was in one of my old textbooks. The dragons that attacked the kingdom and Princess Lisabet's hometown eat people. They must be full of stomach acid.*

"And this acid is the same substance found in a human stomach."

The main component of gastric juice is hydrochloric acid, one of the two acids that make up aqua regia. Here, I believe it's called Crucid.

"The pollen dissolves in the stomach and becomes toxic, was it not?"

"Yes, the pollen itself is not poisonous. It only becomes toxic when it reacts with stomach acid."

"Horse-Dragons have stomachs," Dagobard stated.

*So he has that level of anatomical knowledge. This might have been a closer call than I thought.* In my mind, I raised my assessment of the Empire.

"They do. But animals that only eat grass, like Horse-Dragons, have a different stomach structure from meat-eaters."

Taking cows as an example, ruminants have four stomachs. The first stomach, closest to the mouth, is less a stomach and more of a microbial fermentation tank. It's used to convert dietary fiber, a form of sugar that animals cannot digest, into energy via bacteria.

There is no way they would douse the bacteria working hard to turn grass into energy with acid. The first stomach doesn't produce gastric acid. If I recall correctly, the chamber equivalent to a human stomach isn't until the third one.

What's more, they repeatedly regurgitate and re-chew the grass to aid digestion. The pollen wouldn't stand a chance in an environment where even grass is being broken down. For the bacteria, it would be a valuable source of protein.

Even if a tiny amount of pollen were to pass through, herbivores produce very little stomach acid to begin with. If they ate the same amount as a carnivorous dragon, we'd be lucky if it had one-hundredth of the effect.

Even in humans, potassium cyanide is ineffective on those with conditions that prevent them from producing stomach acid.

"And so, the pollen in its raw form is not poisonous to Horse-Dragons. On the other hand, their respiratory system is the same as a dragon's, so it works if they inhale the pollen's components after they have reacted with acid."

And that was the trick behind the great Horse-Dragon slaying case. For a moment, I felt like a famous detective. I couldn't help but flash a triumphant grin at the prince.

"Knowledge that uses no sorcery... no magic whatsoever."

"To be precise, it's that I *cannot* use it," I said with a nod. Dagobard's face went slack with shock.

"You..."

He looked at me as if he were seeing something unbelievable.

"You are the cause of all this!"

*You don't have to look at me like I murdered your parents. ...Come to think of it, I wasn't the detective. I was the culprit.*

◇◇

"When I heard you were giving the pollen to the Empire, I wondered what you were up to, but you tricked them beautifully," Prince Craig said after we had "loaded" Dagobard into a carriage.

"Tricked is a harsh way to put it. We only said it was a poison effective against dragons."

"You must have anticipated they would test it not just on dragons, but on Horse-Dragons as well."

"No, to be honest, I thought there was only about a fifty-fifty chance the Empire would go that far. But whether they did or not, what we had to do remained the same."

The only way to use the poison effectively was to turn it into a gas. That was true regardless of whether the enemy knew the "pollen" was ineffective against Horse-Dragons. Of course, the fact that they were confident it wouldn't work made things much easier for us.

*Well, I did trick them, though.*

"Besides, at that stage, the most important thing was to buy time, no matter what."

Delaying the start of the war was the top priority. I can still remember the feeling of my blood running cold when I saw the past seventy years of fluctuations in the Empire's magical veins.

In fact, if the war had started just one month earlier, the Royal Capital might be under siege right now.

"The kingdom as a whole had almost no awareness that a war was even coming," Prince Craig agreed with a nod.

"Um, Ricardo-kun, from the very beginning, were you using Princess Lisabet...?"

"That's right," I said. *It seems Alfina is under the misunderstanding that I'm a good person, so I'd like to take this opportunity to correct that.*

"Princess Lisabet must have been so shocked. And yet I..."

I had braced myself for the impact of her pulling away, but Alfina only wore a troubled expression.

"Please, just go with 'Princess Alfina knew nothing.'"

That was the other reason. It wasn't about whether Lisabet would believe such a thing, but about Alfina's own state of mind. There was a chance Lisabet would be involved in future negotiations with the Empire. I couldn't have Alfina feeling guilty at a time like that.

"Now then, let's discuss what's next."

"Yes. At the very least, there is someone on their side with enough knowledge to judge that Horse-Dragons are similar to dragons and to test whether the pollen is ineffective. Please focus the prisoner's interrogation on that point."

*If they had gone a step further and conducted pharmacokinetic tests, we would have been in real trouble. Though I had already judged that Fulsy's magic detection technology was superior.*

*If that assumption was wrong, it would imply a technological gap so vast we likely couldn't win, in which case we'd have to just give up.*

"Hmm. Between that and their battering ram, they certainly can't be underestimated. Well, we have Ricardo, so there should be no problem."

"Prince Craig, Ricardo-kun is a merchant," Alfina said, pulling on my arm as if to separate me from the prince. *When she gets this close, even with my short range, I'm well within the effective zone...*

"In what world is there a merchant who wipes out the enemy's main force?" Prince Craig laughed.

"As I've said before, luck was a big factor with this pollen. Now, I just hope they withdraw after this..." I trailed off. *I'm making preparations that don't rely on luck, but in the end, it still comes down to it.*

"The other Imperial unit. It's true we haven't seen any sign of them. I fully expected them to cross over after we secured the bridgehead..."

"Yes, and related to that. Back when the Empire was seeking trade, instead of the Royal Capital, they wanted Kurth—"

"Your Highness. It's an emergency."

My words were cut off by an aide who came running in.

"What is it?"

"K-Kurtheite has..."

"...What about the Grand Duke of Kurtheite?" Prince Craig's voice deepened. *Come to think of it, he was reluctant to dispatch troops even at this late stage. But I thought he had already departed.*

"No, Your Highness, not the Grand Duke. A report has just arrived. Kurtheite has fallen into Imperial hands."

While we were victorious in the west, it seems they were being defeated in the east.
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			An audience chamber so vast it could be mistaken for a royal palace. Before a lavish crimson chair that could easily pass for a throne, a dozen or so people stood in neat lines. They were divided by their attire into two groups, one light and one dark.

The ones dressed in light colors were more numerous. Until just the other day, they had stood on the side of the rulers. They were uniformly restless, stealing anxious glances at their new master. Even if they harbored resentment toward their conqueror, they lacked the courage to show it. After all, they had been utterly defeated by a force small enough to slip through a secret northern path, even with their own lord absent.

Seated before them, in the seat of the Grand Duke of Kurtheite, was a single girl. She had long, light purple hair and refined features. She wore a black robe interwoven with a pattern like golden thread. With the fingers of her right hand resting on her slender chin, she toyed with something in her left palm, looking down at the five people who had stepped out from the line.

"Number 11 and 17 to Crenne, 21 and 22 to Berit. Number 8... I will look at it later. Give it to Ally. Crenne, report on this along with the ongoing number 5 by the day after tomorrow."

The cold voice belonged to Maytyl, an Imperial Princess and the head of the army for the conquest of the Kingdom’s eastern territories. The four scrambled to their designated handlers. The one who remained looked left and right in confusion. Surrounded by four magic wands pointed directly at him, he trembled as he stepped forward.

The secretary waiting beside Maytyl silently accepted the item. Maytyl, as if the man had already vanished from her consciousness, shifted her gaze to the next line of people.

◇◇

"Finally, that tedious work is done. How is the research coming along," Maytyl said in a laboratory converted from the most magnificent dance hall in Kurtheite Castle. Inside the room, fifteen mages in black robes were working, divided into three groups.

Two robed figures, one old and one young, stepped before the princess.

"We have the results for the improved battering ram design."

The old man approached her. Maytyl extended her hand and accepted the results. The paper was covered in complex patterns.

"The optimization of the Castle-Eating Worm’s magic formation is progressing nicely. With this, we’ll be able to break through the Royal Capital’s gates. But wait... something about this part of the circuit feels off. The flow of magic is stagnating here."

"We will verify it at once."

Maytyl ran her pen over one of the equations that composed the magic formation. The old man accepted the corrected design.

"How is the other matter progressing."

Maytyl spun the metal ring in her palm. It was a carriage part from the west, a component of astonishing precision and design. It was the only thing that had captured her interest, as she had been thoroughly disappointed by the pitifully low level of the Kingdom’s magic.

"My apologies. At present, this is the best we can do."

The young woman in the robe offered a circular ring to Maytyl. It was a size larger than the one in Maytyl’s hand. Maytyl spun the two metal rings, one large and one small.

"The Kingdom’s moves more smoothly."

Maytyl said this not to blame her subordinate, but with a look of genuine disbelief.

"Yes, it is difficult to make all six spheres the exact same size."

The subordinate mage, seemingly aware of her superior’s personality, stated only what was necessary.

"Yours is larger, yet the margin of error is greater... The precision of this bearing is an order of magnitude higher than yours."

"You are correct. The precision of the metalwork is abnormal. As instructed, I examined the other carriage parts, but none displayed similar precision. Furthermore, fewer than one in ten carriages used this part, and all of them came from the west."

Amidst the Kingdom’s magical standards, which she had completely scorned, this small ring suddenly caught her eye. To her, it was an anomaly. It felt as if it had appeared out of thin air.

"The west... Bertold. I must investigate this at once. Hasn’t Dagobard conquered Bertold yet."

Maytyl bit her nail. It was a habit of hers when she couldn't immediately find out what she wanted to know.

"We have not yet received word."

"I even lent him the prototype battering ram... Does he even understand? To rule the Kingdom with the Empire’s population, we must display overwhelming power. Victory is a given, and even a difficult struggle is unacceptable. No, more important is this bearing. They probably used Sorcery Gold to create a mold and then forged the metal with it. Using precious Sorcery Gold as a mold instead of as a direct component. That in itself is a brilliant idea. But that’s not all. The process they use to derive the formula for a circle is likely different... To achieve this..."

Maytyl focused her attention on the bearing in her hand. Her subordinates slowly backed away from their superior, who stood frozen, lost in thought.

At that moment, a man in military attire entered the laboratory with brisk steps. A robed woman near the entrance hurriedly tried to stop him, but seeing the insignia of an envoy from the home country on his chest, she cleared the way.

"Princess Maytyl."

"Commander of the Eastern Conquest Army."

"...What is it."

Maytyl looked up, not bothering to hide her displeasure. A man, still in his travel-worn clothes, was kneeling before her.

"What? Dagobard was defeated." Maytyl cried out in shock. The envoy reported that Dagobard himself, along with many of his Horse-Dragon Knights, had been taken prisoner, and that the Western Conquest Army had retreated to Kazel.

"What is that man doing. And he lost more than half the Horse-Dragons? How could he possibly manage to lose so perfectly."

Maytyl shouted, heedless of the eyes around her. A decade’s worth of military strength had been lost. This meant that her own actions, despite her overwhelming victory in the east, would be severely constrained.

"...Purple smoke stopped the Horse-Dragons’ breathing... So they used poison. Purple... what does that mean. It shouldn’t have worked on Horse-Dragons. But, the symptoms are the same. I had already considered the possibility that they gave us a degraded version. Plus, it was gasified... and fast-acting. It must be related to the respiratory system."

Despite the envoy’s presence, Maytyl retreated into the confines of her own mind.

"Bring me the autopsy report for that dragon, Baguild. ...We will need to summon Lisabet from the home country."

She issued orders to her subordinate. In her brilliantly shining eyes, anger and curiosity swirled together.
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			Prince Craig's Knight Order, on their way to Cazelle, escorted us part of the way back before we returned to the Royal Capital. Over five thousand Imperial soldiers are still holed up in Cazelle. There should also be nearly forty horse-dragons remaining. Moreover, with the fall of Kurtheite, the kingdom's main army has no choice but to prioritize the eastern front.

According to Prince Craig's assessment, even if they muster the forces of the western lords, retaking the city will be no easy task.

The day after we returned to the capital and moved into the grand ducal residence as planned, I went with Mia to the director's office at the academy library. A new building was under construction in the courtyard near the library. It was the research institute Fulsy had received in place of a viscountcy. The last time I saw it, only the first-floor frame was up, but now, at least the exterior appeared to be complete.

Through a window, I could see Plural inside, giving instructions. When she noticed us, she offered her usual wry smile.

In the director's office, we found Fulsy and Noel, along with the Chancellor's second son, Leonard Grynisias, who had been dispatched to discuss the budget.

A large number of glass instruments and pots were piled on the desk. It seemed Vinaldira and the others had been hard at work while we were in Bertold. I opened a box to find a solid brown substance inside. It was the item I had requested from Dalgan.

*I should probably test this first.* With a nod from Fulsy, I took the solid substance and a few pieces of lab equipment, placed them in a pot, added water, and set it on the stove.

"The situation in the eastern part of the kingdom is critical," Leonard began. The Grynisias Ducal Territory is right next to Kurtheite. According to Leonard, who was visibly incensed, the reason Kurtheite fell so easily was because the Eastern Lords' army had been rendered useless.

While we were in Bertold holding the briefing for our honey enterprise, Grand Duke Zangrich of Kurtheite, who had been reluctant to dispatch troops, was apparently making his way slowly toward the capital after the First Knight Order's withdrawal.

The Chancellor's assessment was that Zangrich had likely intended to push the responsibility of a direct confrontation with the horse-dragons onto Prince Craig and Euphillia.

Just as the Eastern Lords' army was about to enter the Royal Capital, the Imperial army launched a surprise attack on Kurtheite, crossing the middle of the great river, a feat that should have been impossible. With only its garrison left to defend it, Kurtheite fell in an instant.

As a result, the Eastern Lords' army became an idle force, useless in the fighting to either the east or the west. With the heart of the eastern region suddenly captured, half of the Eastern Lords had reportedly scrambled back to their own domains.

Currently, Zangrich has been stripped of his command over the Eastern Lords' forces and is under house arrest in the Royal Capital. The remaining troops, under the command of the First Knight Order's commander, are now stationed in the Grynisias Ducal Territory, preparing for an Imperial assault.

The reason for this was the unexpected power of the Imperial army holed up in Kurtheite.

"They say the Imperial legion fired arrows of flame from short tubes! Those flaming arrows struck down the soldiers on the castle walls one after another. Do you have any idea how impossible that is?!"

Fulsy recounted, unable to hide his excitement, a report from a mage who had encountered the fall of Kurtheite on his way back to the capital from the Eastern Observatory. The image that came to mind was the classic Fireball spell, a staple in the games of my past life. I had never heard of such a distinctly magical spell existing here.

Its range was longer than arrows shot down from the walls, and it could apparently home in on targets to some extent, guided by the caster's will. And it was unleashed by over a hundred mages. Of course, the main army was many times larger, but that attack alone had effectively brought down the largest city in the east.

They must have broken through the wyvern territory along the great river because they had the means to deal with flying opponents using projectiles.

It was as if a medieval city had been attacked by an army armed with guns. It was utterly indefensible. And it goes without saying that trying to capture a fortress city armed with such projectiles would be impossible. The forces of the First Knight Order's commander, who had attempted to retake Kurtheite, had apparently retreated to Grynisias in disarray.

"Those horse-dragons you all mentioned were quite something, but their sorcery is far beyond our common sense."

It seemed the real main force had been on the other side all along. If they had come west, we wouldn't have been able to handle them. In that sense, I suppose we were lucky.

"For now, the Empire seems to be focused on consolidating its position in the north, but we don't know when they might march on the capital," Leonard said, his face pale. If the Imperial army headed for the Royal Capital, the Grynisias Ducal Territory would become a battlefield.

"I understand the power of the Empire's sorcery corps, but from a magical theory standpoint, what would you say makes their sorcery so special?" I asked Fulsy, in order to define the problem.

"...In a word, distance. With our magic, the farther the distance, the more the required magic power snowballs. And yet, the Empire used magic itself as a projectile. That should be impossible."

"Um, Noel mentioned that the required magic power increases geometrically as the amount of Sorcery Gold increases. Is it the same as that?"

"Yes. I believe you can think of it that way," Noel replied.

"But you can measure magic power from a long distance, right?"

"Magic power itself, before it becomes magic, travels long distances. For example, in the case of this antenna..." Fulsy pointed to his prized antenna. "The magic that senses that power is activated within the antenna itself."

*I see. It's highly likely that the geometric increase in required power relative to distance or capacity is a common property in the conversion of magic power into an effect.*

"The Empire produces far more magic crystals than the kingdom, correct? On top of that, they must have been stockpiling them for this war. What about the possibility that they are achieving these flaming arrows through an overwhelming quantity of magic crystals?"

"The mage who returned from the Eastern Observatory was bringing back an old model antenna that he no longer needed after I replaced it with my new one. He said that even with the old antenna, he could see it clearly from a distance, so the Empire's sorcery is undoubtedly using a massive amount of magic power. Probably on a scale close to ten times that of the Anti-Monster Knight Order. However, to use magic like a projectile, it should require even more power than that."

"I think it would take tens of times more magic power than channeling it through a Sorcery Gold weapon," Noel added. "If our common sense applies, that is."

It was easy to imagine that the energy required for a remote effect would be orders of magnitude greater than for something in direct contact.

"It seems more reasonable to assume that Imperial sorcery is far more efficient at converting magic power into an effect than our magic is."

Most likely, some kind of breakthrough occurred during their increasingly harsh battles with monsters over the past decade.

"That's a strong possibility. But that's not all. There is one other impossible thing, which is that dozens of people used the same type of magic all at once."

*I see. Even setting aside the special case of the Oracle's Crystal, our magic requires an aptitude suited to each specific property.* Simply channeling magic power through a Sorcery Gold weapon was not something just anyone could do. There was probably something like a compatibility issue between the magic tool's circuit and the user's own internal circuit. What came to mind was the unnatural way the horse-dragon unit held their reins.

"About the Empire's horse-dragon unit, all of them had their reins wrapped tightly around their arms."

Normally, that would be a dangerous thing to do. In fact, a good number of the Imperial knights who got caught up in their horse-dragons and fell had suffered broken arms. And on the arm where the reins were wrapped, they had tattoos in the same color and pattern as the reins themselves.

"Are you saying the Empire possesses the technology to engrave circuits onto the human body? If so, then perhaps..."

In the words of my past life, it would be an interface. Let's think of it simply. A human is a power unit that generates magic from a magic crystal. A magic tool is a device that converts that energy into sorcery. Take, for example, the relationship between home appliances and a power source in my previous world. The effects produced by appliances using electricity vary, but the power source is standardized through the outlet. Any appliance will work as long as it's plugged into an outlet.

It probably wasn't that simple with sorcery, but I was sure there was a similar mechanism in computer programming for exchanging information between programs. My hypothesis was that everything was information processing, and magic in particular was ultra-efficient information processing. I felt I wasn't far off the mark.

*Alright, I'm starting to get it.*

"So, what you're saying is the Empire's superiority comes from two things. The ability to efficiently convert magic power into sorcery, and a system that allows for the use of common magic tools."

"...That's right," Fulsy said after a moment of thought.

"...I think so too," Noel agreed.

And the result was the realization of so-called attack magic, the Fireball. Fulsy and Noel both nodded at my definition after a brief pause.

"Great Sage-sama. How can we possibly counter such Imperial sorcery...?" Leonard asked. His face was even paler than before.

"We cannot win. There is absolutely no prospect of victory," Fulsy stated.

*I know being complacent or optimistic is out of the question, but I wish he'd consider his position before he speaks. You're the top mage in the kingdom, recently being called the greatest genius since the founding of the kingdom, aren't you? Just on the way to this room, I heard you were being widely hailed as the hero who defeated the horse-dragon unit.*

"Th-Then Grynisias is..." Leonard's face fell into despair.

"Well, that would be the case under normal circumstances. However, we have someone here who is not normal," Fulsy said, looking at me.

"I have no magic power at all, and I can't use magic, you know."

"You went to the Red Forest to find a countermeasure for Imperial sorcery, didn't you? You've already made all these preparations. It's about time you told us what you're planning," Fulsy said with a grin, gesturing to the lab equipment on the desk. It felt like he was prioritizing his own curiosity over the kingdom's crisis, but that was just Fulsy.

"Let me be clear, I never expected the Empire to have magic projectiles. I just thought that if they use magic power, there might be a way to influence it."

I immediately went into self-preservation mode. It was too much to expect an application when the basic research hadn't even begun.

"In other words, you mean to say you'll show them you can counter them, even if they use sorcery. Isn't that just like you?" Fulsy said, his expression growing even more amused. My attempt at self-preservation had failed.

"...Well, I suppose you could put it that way."

My self-preservation success rate feels like it's been dropping lately. When I grumbled about it to Mia before coming here, she told me, "How can a probability that was zero from the start go down? There are no negative numbers in probability."

*But wait. I think, perhaps, my recent run of bad luck with self-preservation is the fault of the Empire, that irregular factor. If I exclude that, my performance may have actually improved... How pointless.*

I stood up and walked toward the stove in the lab.

"To counter the Empire's sorcery corps, there are two things we must do," I said as I lifted the pot from the stove. The things I could do, with no magic power of my own, were extremely limited.



		
		
		
			Chapter 131: Episode 2: Part Two, The Two Projects
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 131

			Episode 2: Part Two, The Two Projects

			"The first, of course, is the analysis of sorcery. Specifically, how they achieve their magic efficiency and the compatibility between the user and the magic tool."

"I'll get right on it, no need to tell me. But this won't be an easy nut to crack."

Fulsy wore a grim expression. And for good reason. The Empire had already taken one of the Kingdom's major cities.

"I have some clues. First, I had someone copy the pattern from the battering ram the Empire was using. This should serve as a reference for their sorcery program... or rather, their magic formulas. The actual device should be arriving soon as well."

I handed Mia the paper with the copy of the pattern from the surface of the battering ram used by the Horse-Dragon Corps.

"That battering ram increased its power through spiral rotation, like a giant monster. That means this pattern must contain something that generates that spiral."

*In other words, this pattern is a cipher that codes for a spiral formula.*

"I see. Having a starting point like this makes a huge difference."

Fulsy and Noel nodded. Combined with Mia's mathematical prowess, I felt these two could pull it off.

"Likewise, here are the reins used by the Horse-Dragon Corps. Aren't these a type of magic tool as well?"

I took out the five leather reins I had received from Prince Craig. Fulsy stared at them so intensely it seemed like he would burn a hole through them.

"The design appears similar to the battering ram from before. This is likely a magic tool. I see, there were over two hundred horse-dragon riders, weren't there?"

Fulsy nodded. This would provide a clue about the interface used by a large number of people.

"Since we have several, we can use destructive methods for our analysis. As for the properties of the dye used to draw the patterns, I'm hoping to borrow Vinaldira's expertise."

Vinaldira, with her knowledge of dyes, might be able to figure something out.

"I think understanding the properties of the materials used to create the circuits, not just the circuit design itself, will give us clues about their magic efficiency."

"That's true," Noel said. "For example, Sorcery Gold conducts magic well, but it conducts it *too* well, making fine control difficult. That's one of the reasons it requires so much magic to process."

*I see. In that case, there's one more thing I want... but it's still too soon. It won't mean anything unless my own project succeeds.*

"That is crucial," Leonard said. "Their magic efficiency is a vital factor in gauging their ability to sustain this war."

No matter how high their efficiency, there was no doubt that the Empire was using a massive amount of magic crystals in this war. Determining how long they could wage a prolonged war, given that they don't produce magic crystals in the Kingdom, was critically important. It was easy to understand if you imagined Japan during World War II.

"Leonard-senpai, I have a request for you as well."

"Ah, yes. Go ahead."

"Yes, I'd like you to ask the Chancellor to estimate the Empire's magic crystal production capacity based on our past trade records. Of course, I know we won't get an exact figure, just as the Empire tried to restrict magic crystal trade before the war began. But by looking at data from over a decade ago, back when they didn't have the luxury they do now, we should be able to figure out a few things."

"Understood. I'll relay that to my father, the Chancellor."

With this, we could move forward with analyzing the quality and quantity of the Empire's sorcery. *Just like Japan in World War II, no matter how many superior weapons like the Zero fighter they developed, they couldn't continue the war without the resources and fuel to build them. Though, in this case, the Empire is the one with the resources.*

"And what will you be doing?" Fulsy asked me.

"I'll be analyzing the soil I brought back from the Red Forest."

I looked at the experimental equipment on the table. There were more than ten different types of glass and metal instruments. In my old world, they would be called petri dishes and test tubes. We had a much better collection of tools than I expected, but I would probably still need a lot of trial and error to achieve what I wanted to do.

"I understand analyzing sorcery formulas and magic circles. But what good will soil do?" Noel asked, tilting her head.

"The closest way to describe it is that I'm looking for a substance that reacts to magic. You know, like that black pigment covering this room. Would it be easier to understand if I said I'm searching for something like that?"

"I've said it before, but can you really find something like that so conveniently? The soil itself didn't register any reaction on the antenna, so even if there is something in there, it must be a minuscule amount."

"I have a method for finding that minuscule amount."

In the words of my previous life, it was called screening for useful substances. It was a technique mainly used to discover things like antibiotics and anti-cancer drugs. In this case, it would be closer to a search for a new catalyst.

Let's say, hypothetically, that Earth was transported to another world with magic. The two types of organisms that would adapt to magic the quickest would be humans and bacteria.

The reason is simple and shared by both. learning speed.

Bacteria have vast numbers and an overwhelmingly fast generational turnover. In the learning device common to all life, DNA, these two factors are extremely important. They randomly produce different types of offspring, and individuals with genes that are even slightly adapted to magic gain an advantage in the competition for energy. Naturally, they leave behind more offspring, and among those offspring, it becomes easier for even more magic-adapted descendants to be born. Then the cycle repeats.

Evolution and natural selection are forms of learning that use life itself. It's like a calculation to determine which arrangement of DNA is superior in a given environment.

Now, in terms of learning via DNA, humans are among the worst. However, we possess a learning device based on a different principle, the brain and written language. It is an overwhelmingly flexible and fast form of learning that doesn't rely on generational turnover or random mutations. It's a type of learning that can build complex structures by combining and accumulating knowledge, like intellectual genes.

Let's return from that hypothetical to this world. The basics are the same, but the length of the learning period must be considered. There's no doubt that several transfers from Earth to this world have occurred. If so, bacteria could have arrived here as far back as billions of years ago. Dinosaurs, on the order of tens to hundreds of millions of years ago. Humans, on the other hand, at most a hundred thousand years.

What I'm about to do is an attempt to use intelligence, my cheat-like learning ability, to borrow the fruits of the bacteria's learning.

Of course, the road ahead is difficult. I learned the gist of it in classes on venture businesses and intellectual property, and I'd done simple experiments in my university student labs. Thanks to a former mentor who served as a consultant for such companies, I even had the chance to tour a compound library.

What's important are the tools, raw materials, and procedures. The materials and methods. Naturally, they don't sell experiment kits here, so I have to prepare everything myself. And by myself, I mean relying on others.

"Noel. Were you able to have that thing I asked for made?"

"...The pipette, you mean. I hesitate to even call this a pipette, but it's done."

Noel took out a tool shaped like a laser gun from an old sci-fi manga. The core was made of Sorcery Gold, with a cylinder and a screw attached. Furthermore, it had ten suction nozzles also made of Sorcery Gold. In my past life, it was called a micropipette.

*I've heard it's a cursed item that can turn even PhD holders into slaves in any biology lab.*

"You said you wanted to measure small quantities precisely. Your unreasonable demands gave me a lot of trouble. First, I made it thin with Sorcery Gold so it could draw up small amounts, and then I added the screw to allow for fine adjustments. Thanks to you, my eyes are so tired they won't stop twitching."

"You've been a huge help."

There were even markings next to the screw corresponding to the number of rotations. The more accurately I could handle small volumes, the more the efficiency of the screening would skyrocket.

"My, my. And what will you do with this?"

Fulsy's eyes sparkled like a schoolboy seeing a model gun. *It's more like a water pistol, though.*

"I'm going to extract organisms that I predict are living in the soil of the Red Forest, organisms adapted to magic. Does it make more sense if I call them various types of Mucus, all too small to see?"

"Hoh. Well, here we go again with another one of your stories that I've never seen or heard of."

Fulsy's eyes, which had been darting between the horse-dragon reins and the pipette, narrowed slightly.

"It will take some time, but I'll show you. I don't want to open the Red Forest sample carelessly, so I'll start with soil from the garden."

I took out a jar of soil. Inside this jar lived a host of bacteria and fungi, their numbers likely greater than the entire human population, or at least certainly greater than the human population of this world.

"Assuming such invisibly small Mucus exist, how do you handle them? Even with that pipette, it would be impossible."

"That's where the ingenuity comes in. By the way, when will the research institute be completed?"

"I've heard it will be another ten days or so."

Fulsy stroked his chin beard, looking happily out the window. Leonard's eyes darted around. *Just how much did that cost?*

"As you requested, I had that confectioner's son arrange for an oven and an icehouse to be built. He asked me if I was planning to open a restaurant."

*So more than half of it was my fault. Maybe Plural's smile from earlier had been a bit strained.*

"Ten days is surprisingly fast..."

Alright, I'll use that time to practice the experimental procedures and check the equipment.

I opened the pot I had taken off the fire. A pleasant aroma filled the director's office. Inside the pot were two round, petri dish-like glass containers. The dishes held an amber-colored jelly. It was something I had asked Dalgan to make.

I touched the lid to confirm it was cool. I shook it gently to make sure it had solidified. I carefully moved it to the table, making sure not to displace the lid.

"That smells nice. Is it a new dish?"

Noel said the same thing Dalgan had. Well, it was probably a little lacking in salt, but I doubt it would be inedible.

"It's food not for humans, but for the minuscule Mucus. I'm going to grow the Mucus on this until they become large enough to be seen."

Simply put, it was a jellied broth made by simmering gelatin, meat juices, and blood with sugar. In reality, I had them simmer it down as much as possible and then dry it for preservation. It was an incredibly labor-intensive process. This was probably the most expensive soup base in the world.

When I first came to this room, I had cut four small pieces of that dried broth, placed them in the petri dishes, and added water. Then, I heated them in the pot with some water to reconstitute them.

Now, how to explain this.

"The scale is completely different, but please think of this jelly, this meat juice culture medium, as the magic vein region where the Empire sowed the Mucus spores. Even if each individual Mucus is too small to see, if you grow a huge number of them, they'll become visible to the human eye, right?"

*Technically, Mucus is a slime mold, which is a eukaryote, while bacteria are prokaryotes.*

"Hmm..."

"...It's not unusual for me to not understand what you're saying, Vinder."

Both of them were racking their brains. They didn't have the concept of microorganisms here. Explaining with words that they're not just invisibly small, but can double their numbers in as little as twenty minutes through fission, probably wouldn't help.

"Um, this preliminary experiment will take some time, so please go ahead with the work on the magic circles, Director."

I opened the lid of one of the two petri dishes and spoke. For now, this was all I needed to do.
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			On the lab bench in the director's office, flames flickered from two sources, a gourd shaped glass bottle and a thick candle. A circular area was marked around the flames. On one side lay instruments like test tubes and petri dishes, and on the other, the culture media.

I moved my arms between the two flames, tense with concentration.

*Clink.*

I almost dropped the glass lid outside the sterile zone and hastily stopped my right hand. The next instant, my left hand bumped into an empty petri dish.

"Vinder, aren't you a bit too clumsy?"

"I know. I'm a failure as a merchant who deals in food."

A complaint flew from behind me. *The honey we handle doesn't spoil that easily. Its preservation qualities are outstanding.*

"Hmph, the pipette I made for you must be weeping," came a grumble from across the table.

"Ah, I'm disturbing the ai—mmph!"

I hurriedly covered my mouth.

"""Sigh..."""

Plurala, Rilka, and Noel all sighed in unison. For the record, Plurala was preparing distilled water, while Rilka and Vinaldira were helping with the washing. In a situation where it was difficult to hire people due to confidentiality, their help was a true blessing.

I felt bad asking the daughters of future Gold Member companies to do such menial tasks, but the other day, the Central Garden members saw Alfina washing test tubes behind me while I worked at the petri dishes, and they began helping voluntarily without me saying a word.

No, I get it. I know... it's all the Empire's fault.

Over the past week, I had come to fully appreciate just how troublesome invisible organisms were. Of the two culture plates I first prepared, one I did nothing to remained completely unchanged after two days. The other, which I had opened for just a few minutes, grew four bacteria like colonies and two spots of mold.

So far, everything was as expected. The fact that the unopened petri dish was fine told me that simply heating things met the minimum requirements. The gradually growing colonies on the opened dish showed that the culture medium was viable.

However, the very existence of these microorganisms was causing me problems. It was difficult to eliminate the unwanted guests, or what you'd call contaminants.

The biggest conceivable source of contamination was my hands. Next was the air. All the cloths were sterilized by boiling, and I had them distill the distilled spirits even further to create a high concentration alcohol. I diluted that slightly for hand sanitation. The undiluted solution was used to make an alcohol lamp. I was worried that with just a candle flame, impurities might get in when evaporating the alcohol used to sterilize the instruments.

By thoroughly sterilizing my hands and tools, and by using the updraft created by the flames to prevent mold and bacteria from falling from above, I finally reduced the probability of something growing on an opened plate to one in ten.

The infiltration from above was the most troublesome part. Air superiority wasn't just important in modern warfare. Conversely, as long as I secured air superiority, attacks from the sides weren't a major issue. Assuming my hands were clean, that is.

This was probably the best I could do. After all, just getting this far was draining the budget provided by the Chancellor's Office at an incredible rate. I stared at the alcohol lamp's flame with a cursed look in my eyes. Time was literally money.

This was a different world from my past life, where you could easily buy alcohol at a pharmacy and get all sorts of pre sterilized, packaged goods. I was tempted to invent some kind of enclosed chamber to work in.

I wanted to believe things would get a little better once the oven in Fulsy's lab was finished. Compared to alcohol, firewood was practically free.

In any case, over this past week, I had managed to reduce the probability of contamination to an acceptable level. Today was finally the day to determine the dilution factor for the bacterial solution. Of course, this was a test using soil taken from the base of a tree in the academy's backyard, not from the Red Forest.

I held the pipette at the ready. I prepared three glass test tubes, each about the size of my pinky finger.

Using a spoon, I took some soil from the jar, placed it in a petri dish, and poured water over it. I twisted the screw on the pipette to set the measurement to 19, then poured 19 units of water into each of the three test tubes. Then, setting the pipette to 1, I drew up 1 unit of the supernatant from the dissolved soil.

For reference, 1 unit was about 0.05 cc. I feel like I used to measure in 0.001 cc increments in my past life, but by this world's standards, this was precision work. What's more, it could be sterilized by heating and was unaffected by acids or alkalis. In other words, it wouldn't have any strange chemical reactions with the sample. All hail Sorcery Gold.

I added the 1 unit to the first test tube. With 1 part bacterial solution to 19 parts water, it was a twenty fold dilution. I mixed the diluted test tube, drew up 1 unit from it, and did the same thing again. That made it a four hundred fold dilution. Since I had no idea what the concentration of the original solution was, I had to vary the conditions like this.

I took the three gelatin culture petri dishes I had prepared and added 1 unit of the solution from each respective test tube, then spread it using a small spreader Noel had made for me. This too was made of Sorcery Gold. Using the wrong kind of metal could kill the bacteria. In my past life, I would have bent a glass rod to make one, but I couldn't expect that kind of precision from the glass rods in this world.

"So what is it you're doing, anyway?" asked Vinaldira, who was helping with the washing.

"To put it simply, it's the process of isolating the tiny Mucus creatures in the soil, one by one."

"Let's say this initial 1 unit of muddy water contains two thousand tiny Mucus creatures. In the first bottle, the test tube, diluting it twenty fold brings it down to one hundred creatures in 1 unit. Diluting that by another twenty fold in the second test tube brings it down to five."

"That's true in theory. But ye can't see them, so ye don't really know, do ye?" said Fulsy, who had appeared behind me at some point.

"Not at this stage, but the Mucus that have now been spread on the petri dishes will absorb nutrients from the medium and multiply. One will become two, two will become four, and so on. If that repeats ten times, you'll have about one thousand. Repeat it another ten times, and you'll have a million. At that point, you can see them as a group. A pure group of descendants that grew from a single original is called a colony. Look, here's one," I explained.

I showed them a failed petri dish. On it were three yellowish, fingertip sized colonies. And one spot of mold was also visible. I see, so this is how Fleming discovered penicillin. Unfortunately, it didn't seem to be a blue mold, and it looked like it was losing to the bacteria.

"These too were originally three tiny Mucus creatures and one mold spore that fell from the air and then multiplied. The mold that grows on bread forms in patches, right?"

"Hmm, so even if they are tiny one by one, they become visible when gathered. The same as that monster, ye mean?" Fulsy said. That's right. Though these don't move around so actively.

"With this, if we get colonies, groups of Mucus, for each dilution factor, then the preliminary experiment will finally be complete."

In reality, there would be species that are numerous and those that are not. Depending on the size of the colonies needed for the assay, a single petri dish could probably hold two or three hundred colonies at most.

To begin with, even if there were 100 bacteria, it's possible that only 10 could be cultured under these conditions. And even if 100 could be cultured, it was possible we'd get the disappointing result of 99 identical colonies, meaning we'd only found two types of bacteria.

Well, I have a little trick in mind for that.

"I understand what ye're sayin'. But ye haven't gotten to the most important part. How do ye know ye'll find somethin' related to magic in there?"

"The hypothesis is that among the minuscule Mucus that have survived exposure to the miasma of the Red Forest, there must be species that have evolved... or changed, to take in and utilize that miasma, species that try to get the leftovers from them, or species that have developed methods to counter such miasma enhanced Mucus."

Where there's a flow of gold, companies are born. Lifeforms can be understood as companies, organized collections of molecules, that form in response to a flow of energy.

And the discovery of penicillin, a substance from mold that kills bacteria, in my previous life wasn't a complete coincidence. It happened against the backdrop of a competitive relationship between fungi and bacteria. Just like in the human world, the world of bacteria must be built on a complex combination of cooperation and competition.

Of course, even if such bacteria existed, there was no guarantee they would be a species that could be easily cultured. But in fact, that was all part of the screening process. Even if we found a bacteria that produced a wonderful magic catalyst, it would be useless if it grew too slowly or could only be cultured in a special medium.

Furthermore, if there was a huge variety of bacteria, it was a gamble that there would be a species that was both easy to culture and produced a substance that reacts to magic. Considering the change in the color of the soil in the Red Forest, I wanted to believe the odds weren't that bad.

Besides, I had taken samples from several locations. Even if it was a lottery with a one in ten thousand chance of winning, if you bought ten sets of ten thousand tickets, you were almost guaranteed to win.

The problem was establishing the assay system to pick the winning ticket from those million lottery tickets. Thanks to Noel, the procedure had been made more efficient than I could have imagined, and for the assay itself, we had Fulsy.

"...To be frank, it's an incredible story. The most incredible I've heard from ye yet. Something about it is unnervingly incredible. I can't just turn a blind eye to this. How much longer 'til it's my turn?"

"I don't know. I didn't expect the sterile procedure alone to take this long. It's a race against time."

In the west, Craig was somehow managing to establish a siege of Cazelle. The Empire, likely wary of the pollen, wasn't attacking their position.

However, a separate unit sent to take Morante in order to isolate Cazelle was apparently scattered by a force of Horse-Dragons. It seemed casualties were light because their numbers were small and they had maintained a wide formation rather than a dense one.

And as for the crucial Imperial army in the east, after solidifying the passage from Kurtheite to the great northern river, there had apparently been no movement for now. They were probably on guard after the annihilation of the Horse-Dragon unit, but there was no guarantee they would remain quiet forever.
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			"That concludes the current survey results for Tuvil Mountain. We have confirmed the output of ore and rock salt."

The head of the reconnaissance unit reported to his superior officer's back. Maytyl was hunched over her desk, her pen gliding across a magical chart.

"In other words, you still haven't identified the crimson source."

Maytyl looked up. She bit her nail lightly, and the man tensed.

"We believe it is likely small in scale. Not only is its color different from those in the Empire, but we are also having trouble with observations using the Prism. The crimson light travels in a very straight line, so it's difficult to detect unless we get close."

"Do you think I don't know that? Berit, what's the remaining capacity of our magic crystals?"

Maytyl looked at the aide beside her, the one in charge of military supplies.

"The remaining magic crystal capacity has dropped below five thousand. We spared no firepower to break through the wyvern territory at the Great River and to take Kurtheite quickly."

The aide replied. Maytyl scowled.

"What's the status of supplies from the homeland? It's pointless to secure supply routes if nothing arrives."

Maytyl's gaze fell upon the map on her desk. Several Imperial flags were planted, stretching from Kurtheite in the east to the Great River in the north.

"We've received word that they will arrive in three days. However, the transport itself will consume magic crystals to cross the Great River, so we must subtract that amount."

"Now that Dagobard has been defeated, they should be committing everything to us. In the first place, we're suffering because his and Biral's preliminary surveys were sloppy. If they had just properly finished the initial survey of Tuvil Mountain, by now we would have..."

Maytyl condemned her captured rival. Her aide remained silent.

The defeat of the western invasion force had significantly undermined the Empire's strategy. While the number of soldiers lost was small, the main force suffered catastrophic damage. A stake with a flattened tip cannot be driven into the ground.

Furthermore, the homeland feared losing any more horse-dragons, so the western invasion force had been forced onto the defensive.

"It's one thing to just defend, but going on the offensive will be tough."

"This is difficult to say, but... at this rate, it will also hinder the analysis of the bearings you ordered, Magus."

The aide trailed off. A not insignificant amount of magic crystals had been consumed because Maytyl was insistent on recreating the special carriage bearings.

Maytyl averted her gaze from her aide. Then, she looked again at the man in charge of the Tuvil Mountain survey.

"Tell me how we can find it quickly."

"Sir, if we could search from three directions instead of just from the north and south, then perhaps..."

"...Understood. I'll reassign personnel from two other squads. Locate the Crimson Vent immediately. If an adult dragon was drawn to it, one must exist in Tuvil Mountain. As soon as you find it, we'll begin installing the furnace."

"As you command."

"Once we install the furnace at the magic vent, we can become self-sufficient in magic power. All that's left is the matter of the pollen that defeated Dagobard... Has Lisabet not arrived yet?"

Maytyl said with irritation.

"She is scheduled to accompany the supplies from the homeland in three days."

"On that matter, Magus. An agent that Count Biral had placed in the Royal Capital is requesting an audience," her secretary, Ally, said.

"I'm in this mess because of that Biral's failure."

Maytyl waved her hand as if shooing a fly.

"He claims to have obtained several pieces of critical intelligence. He also says he has a report on those carriage bearings."

"That does sound interesting. Very well, bring him in at once."

At the mention of bearings, Maytyl's expression changed completely.

◇◇

"So, what information do you have on this?"

Maytyl asked the robed man as she spun a bearing in her hand.

"To think you had already taken notice of it. But first..."

"Of course I did. Listen, it's not just the object itself. The method used to create it would be beneficial to the Empire. Do you understand what I'm saying? The Kingdom has surpassed the Empire's standards of alchemy, even if only in a specific area."

Maytyl said, as if scolding the agent.

"I am ashamed of my ignorance. But first, please look at this. It is unbelievable information concerning our country's magic veins."

The agent was intent on conveying his point to the highest-ranking Imperial official in the Kingdom. Maytyl frowned. But at the word "magic veins," she held out her hand. The man offered a piece of paper with a column of numbers. On it were seventy numbers, written alongside corresponding years.

Maytyl looked at the numbers dubiously. When her eyes were two-thirds of the way down the list, she placed a hand on her chin. After she traced the numbers to the very end, her fingers trembled.

"...What is this? This is the long-term pattern for the magic vein near the Imperial Capital. Even we only have forty years' worth of data at most," Maytyl said, her voice challenging the agent.

"It belonged to a noble from the Second Prince Faction whom we were subverting. I obtained it just before our invasion of the Kingdom. It was apparently presented as material during a conference to decide policy towards the Empire."

"...I knew something was off. So the Kingdom was prepared for our invasion, which explains Dagobard's defeat. A country that had been dormant for fifty years. Now I finally get it. Anyone with eyes could have guessed the Empire's intentions if they had this data."

"Incidentally, the person who had this did not understand its significance."

"A traitor in the Empire... No, that's impossible. There's no one in the Empire capable of collecting data that even I can't."

"It is said to have been measured by a mage known as the Great Sage in the Kingdom."

"Fulsy. His research deducing the connection between magic vein fluctuations and monster floods was brilliant. It's plausible. But that was an achievement from decades ago. Besides, how would you even measure the past from seventy years ago? While the Empire was desperately developing its sorcery, the Kingdom made no progress whatsoever."

Maytyl continued, glaring sharply at the agent.

"Even I thoroughly investigated the Kingdom's level of magic after taking this city. I found almost nothing of value. I was quite disappointed, in fact. And this city was utterly powerless against our attack. And yet, Dagobard was defeated in the west. And now these bearings, and this data. Why is everything so contradictory? You were stationed in the Royal Capital, weren't you?"

Maytyl's harsh gaze pierced the agent.

"It all seems to have emerged suddenly from circles connected to the Grand Duke of the west, rather than the Third Prince himself..."

"The bearings are being made in a city called Bertold, correct?"

"According to our investigation, it's a primarily agricultural region. This new technology has suddenly appeared there. And, as Your Highness says, Fulsy was nothing more than a forgotten old recluse until recently. The alchemist said to have created the mold for the bearings was also just a student. Both are thought to be part of the western Grand Duke's faction."

"Furthermore, you people failed when you sicced those insects on them. Then Dagobard tried to take the place and was utterly defeated. There's a world of difference between the Grand Dukes of the east and west."

Maytyl glared at the agent who had drawn the short straw in the east.

"...Actually, we've found that there is an up-and-coming merchant company involved in all of these matters. It's a company under the patronage of the western Grand Duke that deals in honey. There are also rumors that the son is extremely close to the Oracle Princess, Alfina. Furthermore, the timing of this company approaching the western Grand Duke is close to when Prince Craig conducted his monster extermination in the west. In the Kingdom, it's unheard of for a new company to gain the favor of a Grand Duke without some extraordinary circumstances."

"A merchant, you say. That means he shouldn't have any involvement with magic."

"Yes. We investigated when Princess Lisabet invited the merchant's son, but he possesses no aptitude whatsoever. However..."

"So you're saying he likely has some information regarding these mysteries originating from the western Grand Duke. Very well. Investigate him with the highest priority. What do you need?"

The agent slowly approached Maytyl. Her secretary, Ally, moved to intervene, but Maytyl stopped her.

"By abandoning the Grand Duke of Kurtheite, our usable connections in the Royal Capital have dwindled. And with the eastern Grand Duke's downfall, the Second Prince's position has become extremely unstable."

"I imagine he must be quite resentful." Maytyl let out a scornful laugh.

"Yes. But based on our few meetings, my assessment is that he is a man of narrow vision. He has lost his backer, while his rival brother, Craig, is the only one to have defeated an Imperial army, and his fame is now skyrocketing. On top of that, the Empire has taken Kurtheite in the east and occupied everything up to Kazel in the west, putting the Royal Capital in a pincer. If we offer him some kind of bait now, it may not be impossible to make him forget his anger toward the Empire..."

The agent lowered his voice.

"Fine. If it means we can uncover the secrets of these bearings and the magic vein records, most any price is a cheap one."

Maytyl nodded.
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			"What is this flood of numbers? My head is starting to spin."

"You're the one who planted these seeds, senpai, so you need to keep a proper handle on things. In fact, it's your responsibility that we have to live here in the first place."

I looked up at the heavens from the ledger before me. The scornful glare from Mia sitting beside me was terrifying.

"I, I know. Man, I'm so glad you're here, Mia."

*I'm sure that inside Mia's head, all these countless numbers are organically connected. Without her, this entire operation would have already fallen apart.*

I was in one of the guest rooms on the second floor of the Grand Ducal residence, a room far too grand for me. It was my first day off in a while, yet I was stuck staring at account books. The transactions of goods and rights for honey, metal molds, and yellow sugar. The package contracts with the western nobles. Before me lay the flow of money, all in different periods and formats. My own humble brain couldn't possibly grasp how much the Vinder Company was making right now.

I could understand how my father felt this morning when he cried out, "We're so profitable we're about to collapse." Speaking of my father, he's been working energetically outside the residence. It’s almost as if he wants to spend as little time here as possible. He's completely dumped all the external affairs on me, like joint projects with other companies centered around Central Garden and any guild-related matters. Jacob and Remi are guarding him around the clock.

Incidentally, he says he prefers dealing with people. You could say he's adapting just fine, one way or another.

There's only one thing I can say for sure. when it comes to actual business, I'm the most incompetent person at the Vinder Company.

"If you have time for empty flattery, then please get to work. I need you to take care of all these documents."

Mia stacked up a pile of contracts for the new honey business. A baron of so-and-so, a viscount, hey, I'm sure a count like this wasn't at the presentation... *Ah, a connection through Luiza.*

"According to Pedro's report, at this rate, the bees won't be able to swarm in time."

Pedro, the man who discovered that pollen. We appointed him head of apiculture promotion, but in reality, he's a savior of the nation, right alongside Fulsy and Dalgan. When I asked if he wanted a medal from Prince Craig, he shook his head more fiercely than a bee beats its wings.

"The original plan was to expand a little more slowly, starting with those connected to the Grand Duchess."

"That's because Alfina-sama helped with the sales."

"That couldn't be helped, it was to reduce the number of betrayals among the western lords."

"Is that so. So the political situation of the kingdom is becoming unstable due to Vinder Company's blunders."

"...Let's try to fudge it by recommending they start with milk vetch cultivation first. The profits are smaller, but there's zero risk, so some clients should prefer that."

Why is a Vinder Company business deal tied to a matter of national security? I bet people are calling us political merchants.

Thanks to all this, we're in a situation where we need the protection of a mansion like this. So far, I haven't felt any concrete danger. After all, with the Grand Duke of the East effectively deposed, anyone who makes a move on us while we're under the protection of the Western Grand Duchess and the hero prince would have to be a suicidal fool. If they were thinking of their own safety, they'd never try it.

*Oh, so in a roundabout way, my goal of self-preservation has been achieved. ...Except it’s meaningless if my enemies have just gotten bigger. Besides, a merchant is supposed to do business within the bounds of national security. Lately, I've started to have some doubts about my own profession. Just a tiny little bit, of course. I'm not the one who has it wrong. It's everyone around me. And the Empire is to blame.*

"By the way, Mia, you seem to have gotten used to this place."

"...I haven't. I'm really just a village girl, you know. The other day, I tried to help one of the maids and got scolded for it."

*A normal village girl doesn't calculate pi on her own from a small hint, or see through the redundancy in a coded message in an instant.*

Well, I understand how she feels. The Grand Duchess Euphillia treats us as honored guests, and Princess Alfina treats us as friends. It’s not hard to imagine how the staff of the residence would treat us.

"It must be nice for you, senpai, getting to be with Alfina-sama all the time."

"If we're talking about time spent with Alfina-sama, you're with her much longer than I am."

"That's because I'm also involved with Alfina-sama's study group."

"That's right. ...Um, is that going okay?"

"Yes. It's a chance to hire people with solid backgrounds and a foundation in mathematics."

People connected to the various companies in Central Garden also participate in Alfina's study group. And among them are some who want to join the Vinder Company.

"However, some of your statistical know-how will leak to the other companies."

"Ah, I don't mind that. Still, I'm surprised you can run a study group that mixes noble and commoner students."

I remembered seeing a female student from a clearly noble family at the academy call Mia "teacher." I hear it's a casual group where they mostly teach each other their respective areas of expertise.

"It's because the organizer, Alfina-sama, is also enthusiastic about studying mathematics."

*So it's Alfina's personal virtue. I hear she's been studying finance recently, too. I wonder where that saintly woman is headed.*

"Speaking of work, how is the analysis of the magic circuits coming along?"

"...The ledgers."

"It's just a little break. See, even though we're so busy, I've left it all to you."

"...I'm not that busy at the moment. The Sage and Noel are the ones struggling. I think there's probably a geometric pattern, but I can't see it directly."

Apparently, they can pass magic through the pattern, but it stops midway. In terms of electronic circuits, it would be like being able to pass a current through the wires, but not being able to flip the switch.

"But the transmission efficiency does seem to be high."

"I see."

"When I re-examine it with the concept of nodes and points that you mentioned, senpai, there are noticeably more loops than in the Kingdom's magic."

"...You're analyzing it one way or another, aren't you. Seriously, I'm sorry for dragging you into this."

*This is a sweatshop, no matter how you look at it. Although, Mia is one of the managers.*

"It can't be helped. I am your secretary, after all."

Mia said with a smile. I really owe her more than I can say.

◇◇

"Oh, Ricardo-kun. I'm getting used to seeing you here."

Luiza, who had been talking with a young lady I didn't know, noticed Mia and me and called out. You should prioritize your guest.

"My, so you are Ricardo Vinder-dono. The one who has found favor with not only Princess Alfina but also Prince Craig."

The aristocratic young lady turned at the mention of my name. That smile was not one a noble gives to a commoner. It’s actually kind of scary. And what’s more, it gives me a stomachache when a noble knows my name but I don't know theirs.

"She was at the tea party at the ducal residence..."

Luiza introduced her. Apparently, she was one of the attendees during the anko versus chocolate showdown.

"Well then, Alfina-sama says she welcomes your participation."

"Ah, thank you very much."

The young lady bowed her head to Luiza several times before heading toward the entrance.

"...What was that just now?"

"An applicant for Alfina-sama's study group. I'm the receptionist."

It’s strange how a gathering that seems so much like a student group sounds like court politics when it comes from Luiza's mouth. What she’s actually doing is probably screening them.

"By the way, several of the noble houses that attended the honey business presentation were ones we were able to draw in through the study group. Of course, we're already at the point where it's harder to turn people away."

It was definitely court politics.

"It seems Alfina-sama wants to reduce the number of families being swayed by the Empire, even if it's just by one."

*That's just like Alfina, whose own family fell on hard times during the Fellbach Rebellion. As a practical matter, national unity is paramount when facing an external threat.*

The fall of the Eastern Grand Duke, Craig's elevation to an even greater hero, and a shift in the balance of power within the kingdom. And on top of that, the crisis of Kurtheite falling and Cazelle being occupied. It must feel like a third of the kingdom's territory has been seized by the Empire.

"I'd like for you to participate as well, Ricardo-kun. Many people are interested in you. In various ways."

"I'd rather not get involved in that sort of thing if I can help it."

"Alfina-sama, Prince Craig, and the Great Sage have been the public faces of your past achievements. But you're the real center of it all. And there are nobles sharp enough to notice things like that."

"I suppose so."

"I'm not saying you have to handle them perfectly, but at least be on your guard. We have the upper hand, but those who can't be won over might defect to the other side out of desperation. The Grand Duke of Kurtheite may be under house arrest, but the Second Prince is still officially active. ...Speaking of which, there was something I wanted to ask you."

"Wh, what is it?"

"What are your thoughts on Prince Craig's accession to the throne, Ricardo-kun?"

"...Whoa, whoa, whoa. That's not something a commoner should be thinking about."

She asked me as if it were just small talk. In my previous life, thinking about the next prime minister was, in a sense, a citizen's duty, but over here, it could cost you your life.

"Oh? But among the common folk, Prince Craig's reputation is already incredible. There are even plausible rumors going around that His Majesty will abdicate the throne to him once this war is over. And the one who made it all happen is—"

"Ricardo-kun. And Mia, too."

Alfina approached from down the hall, with Claudia in tow. Luiza turned to face Alfina. Released from the pressure, I let out a sigh of relief.

"Alfina-sama, about the next study group..."

Luiza began to speak with Alfina, who nodded with a smile.

"Ricardo. Um, Hyde is having a problem with you."

"Eh?"

"He said it's a problem if you don't contact the guards whenever you go out."

"...I'll be careful."

Incidentally, on the grounds of being at war, there are knights guarding the academy as well. Of course, the main place they're protecting is the Director's office. There are several living state secrets there, after all.

"By the way, how has the crystal been lately?"

I lowered my voice and asked Claudia.

"Fortunately, there seems to be no reaction at all," Claudia said. It would be unbearable if a disaster struck on top of the Empire's invasion.

Once we have a reliable countermeasure to the Empire's sorcery, I'd like to use it to advance the analysis of the crystal as well. But we can't take it out of the cathedral. I wonder if Fulsy could do something about that.



		
		
		
			Chapter 135: Chapter 6. A Losing Ticket
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 135

			Chapter 6. A Losing Ticket

			In the director’s office, now mostly empty after the move to the new laboratory, I held a single petri dish up to the light. On the table sat a stack of nine other inverted dishes.

The precious alcohol lamp was out. Through the candlelight, I could see colonies growing densely across the amber-colored medium. They were slightly yellowish and, to be honest, not very appealing. Their sizes varied, but on average, they were about one millimeter in diameter.

"Looks like a passing grade, doesn't it? Still, that getup of yours... Pfft."

"Shtap makin' funna me... Ugh, so annoying."

I ripped the cloth from my mouth and nose and glared at Vinaldira. She had given it to me for my dyeing work to avoid inhaling harmful fumes. Now, it served the opposite purpose, preventing my own germs from spreading. I felt like a bank robber from an old manga I read in my past life, but since it had drastically improved the success rate of my aseptic technique, I couldn't complain.

I had started with eleven plates, but only one had grown mold. I couldn't tell if it was from contamination or a spore already in the soil, so for my own peace of mind, I decided to believe my technique had been perfect.

"Still, I bet I could do a better job," Vinaldira said.

"I don't want anyone else doing this."

"I don't really get it. Is this about that 'source of disease' stuff you were talking about?"

"Yeah. If the worst happens, I'm the only one who can deal with it."

*Of course, I can't actually deal with anything.* But for people with no concept of pathogens, the true risk of what I was doing was incomprehensible. It was a burden I had to bear alone.

Then again, just being near them was a risk, so this was mostly for my own satisfaction.

"Well, it's unlikely there are any that are easily transmitted through the air. Anyway, time to count."

I dipped a horsehair brush into a watery, ink-like dye and drew a cross on the back of the petri dish. Vinaldira had brought me this special paint that would adhere to glass.

The rest was just tedious counting. Dot, dot, dot, dot, dot. I marked five colonies from the back of the dish. On a piece of paper beside me, I drew one of the strokes of a tally mark. I marked another five, then drew the next stroke.

When I finished marking all the colonies in one quadrant, the paper showed fifteen full tally marks, written as the five-stroke character for ‘correct,’ and one partial tally of three strokes. That meant seventy eight colonies in a quarter of the dish, or a little over three hundred in total.

"Just as calculated."

About a week had passed since the experiment began. Having gotten the hang of the aseptic technique, I was finally tackling the soil from the Red Forest that I had kept preserved in the Grand Duchess’s icehouse. As expected of forest soil, the bacterial density was higher than the soil from the academy garden. I adjusted the dilution ratio accordingly and managed to get a perfect three hundred or so colonies per dish.

With ten dishes in total, I could screen about three thousand bacteria. The question was whether that was a lot or a little. I’d cry if they all turned out to be *E. coli*. Then again, the *E. coli* here might have superpowers.

"At last, it is my time to shine."

Fulsy, who had been studying Imperial magic formation diagrams at his desk, rubbed his ringed hands together and stood up, holding a sheet of black paper. From this point on, we were in territory completely beyond my abilities.

"Whatever you do, don't open the lids," I warned.

"I know, I know. But why start with the plain black soil? I am aware you are searching for a material that inhibits magic, like the walls of this room, but..."

Fulsy’s gaze shifted to a jar. The source for these colonies was soil taken from the base of some green grass that grew in a tiny patch within the Red Forest. The soil itself was the same color as that of any normal forest.

He probably thought the red soil under the red plants would be more interesting. I understood the feeling.

"It’s better to keep the first experiment simple and easy to evaluate. The red soil, with its small Mucus monsters that actively use magic, could have all sorts of unpredictable effects. On the other hand, a substance that blocks magic would likely have a simpler mechanism of action. Another reason is cost. The bacteria from the red soil might not culture properly without the presence of magic. And finally, there's the danger, which I’ve mentioned repeatedly."

The further an organism's environment is from our own, the greater the potential danger should it enter a human body.

"There are still risks, you know. Are you sure about this? I mean, I know you don't have many years left, but still."

"I have plenty of years left. Besides, as if I would let anyone else have this much fun. In any case, you likely require a level of precision that only I can provide."

Well, the risk was probably lower than being bitten by a magic beast. Among all the bacteria in the soil, very few species would be able to multiply inside an animal's body. On the other hand, bacteria infecting a magic wolf would have a much higher risk of infecting a fellow mammal like a human.

I had Fulsy check just in case, but there were no records of plagues breaking out after monster exterminations. Still, didn't he value his own life, having risen to the rank of Grand Sage? Did he have no sense of self-preservation? He was nothing like me.

"...Also, it's a big help that we have a proper control for comparison."

Noel had brought me the undiluted magic-inhibiting paint from the walls. It appeared to be oil-based, so I had created a dilution series with oil at ten, one hundred, and one thousand-fold concentrations. This would serve as our standard for measuring the colonies’ magic-inhibiting ability.

"The basic principle is the same as with the tree rings, correct?" Fulsy asked.

I nodded. With the tree rings, we measured how miasma, a form of chaotic magic, was scattered by the pure magic from a magic tool. The more miasma there was, the less magic reached the magic-sensing paper to expose it white, leaving a dark spot. In this case, we were hoping that a substance produced by the bacteria would absorb, reflect, or scatter the magic. Either way, less magic would reach the paper, which should also result in a dark spot.

In short, Fulsy would pour magic over the dishes, and we could measure the effect of the bacterial colonies as a shadow on the magic-sensing paper.

"I did not understand when you first explained it. But now I see. Each of these white dots is a swarm of descendants from a single tiny Mucus monster. Though the power of one is weak, by cultivating a pure collective, its effect becomes measurable. Your knowledge truly knows no bounds."

*I'm just standing on the shoulders of history, that's all.*

If anything, Fulsy was the amazing one, understanding perfectly just from seeing how the dilution factor corresponded to the colony count and watching them grow over time.

Fulsy’s ring began to glow, and my eyes were involuntarily drawn to the pattern that appeared in the air. The lines of the pattern were about as thick as those drawn by the horsehair brush, more than twice as thick as the lines from my ballpoint pen. The pattern on the Empire’s magical battering ram had been even finer.

"Done. This should do it."

The control was a petri dish containing only medium, onto which we had applied the undiluted, ten-fold, hundred-fold, and thousand-fold diluted black paint. When Fulsy slid it off the magic-sensing paper, three spots of varying darkness were lined up neatly.

Even the faintest one, the thousand-fold dilution, produced a discernible shadow. The rest of the paper was pure white, except for a slight shadow along the dish's edge. It seemed magic was hardly refracted by glass.

"Perfect."

Magic really was incredible. Without any modern analytical equipment, we had just managed to assay over three thousand colonies in a remarkably short time.

I watched with bated breath as Fulsy slid the petri dishes away one by one.

The first dish was removed, then the second. Fulsy and I stared at the magic-sensing paper, our eyes wide. Other than the four black dots for alignment, there was not a single blemish. For reference, on all the dishes besides the control, I had marked four spots on the back with black pigment to help pinpoint the location of any reacting colonies.

Fourth dish. Nothing. The fifth plate was a bust, too. At this point, we had checked over fifteen hundred colonies, but there wasn't so much as a faint trace. I had tried to be pessimistic about our chances of finding a winner, but this was still making me anxious. Even screening three thousand colonies at a time, what if the true odds were one in a million?

"Oh. Could this be it?"

Fulsy cried out as he lifted the eighth petri dish. I scrambled to look where he was pointing. A small, faint black dot had appeared, barely visible. It was a tiny signal you would miss if you weren't looking carefully. Fulsy used the alignment dots to place the dish back over the paper.

"No mistake. It corresponds to this colony's position."

I let out a long breath. So there really was a bacterium with magic-inhibiting properties. But the reaction was minuscule, even fainter than the black dot from the thousand-fold diluted control.

Fulsy removed the last two dishes. Unfortunately, they were both blank.

"One in several thousand, and with such weak power. No wonder pointing an antenna at the soil was useless. And to think you managed to find it. I understood the principle, but to see it in practice is truly something..."

"But in the end, we only found one..."

And it was a faint one. Fulsy looked at me with an exasperated expression, but I was already feeling impatient. Of course, this was a success. We wouldn't know its true potency until we mass-cultured it and purified the active compound. But that was another problem. There was no guarantee we could successfully extract the substance. If it was a protein, for instance, it might lose its properties just from being heated. I would have much preferred to choose the strongest from multiple candidates. Considering that, odds of one in three thousand felt daunting.

Then again, thinking of how pharmaceutical companies in my past life would screen millions of compounds to find a single useful substance, perhaps I should have just felt lucky to find one at all. But honestly, seeing green grass manage to grow in the Red Forest had made me hope for a higher probability, or at least a stronger effect.

"...I need to increase the odds somehow."

Watching Fulsy amusingly compare the black dot on the paper with the colony on the dish, I started thinking about the recipe I needed to discuss with Dalgan.
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			Across the desk from me was the white hair of an old man, his head bowed. Scattered between us was a bundle of more than a dozen sheets of magic-sensing paper.

I sighed, looking at them. There were fifteen sheets in total, each one showing the assay results from ten petri dishes. No wonder Fulsy was exhausted after using magic over and over.

And the results were abysmal. We had only four positive signals. Four out of approximately fifty thousand. That’s a mere 0.008 percent. It seems we were just lucky to get even one signal from the first three thousand samples.

To make matters worse, the magic-inhibiting effect of those four was practically identical, barely even visible. In the worst-case scenario, all four could be the same type of bacteria. If so, we had effectively found only one.

"Considering the soil conditions in the Red Forest, this is a really low yield. I suppose the problem is that the conditions in the culture medium are different from the real environment…"

That would mean we have to culture them in a magic-rich environment. We’d either have to build a laboratory inside the Red Forest or use magic crystals. Either way, the costs and time required would skyrocket.

The only good news was that our new laboratory was finally complete. Through the window, I could see a windmill spinning on the research institute’s roof. I had wanted a waterwheel, but apparently, drawing water from the Royal Capital’s canals was far too expensive. I wonder, would it be possible if Fulsy accomplished something worthy of a countship? No, more like…

"Hey, you just gave me a strange look, didn’t you."

Noel, who had been examining a magic circle at another desk, flinched. *She’s wary of me.* Come to think of it, Noel did say she wasn’t interested in restoring her family’s name.

"It would be better to threaten the Chancellor. His own territory’s safety is on the line, after all…"

"Try not to say such terrifying things in front of ordinary people."

Dalgan shot me an exasperated look. *Oops. My small-minded practicality must have slipped out.* I’m seriously sleep-deprived.

"We were talking about wanting to change the flavor of that soup… I mean, the culture medium, right?"

Like the capable man he was, Dalgan smoothly switched the topic back to business. That was why I had asked him to come today.

"Yes, I want to investigate the conditions that encourage the growth of the tiny mucus we’re after. The most low-cost option seems to be adjusting the salt concentration. We’ll handle the adjustments here, so could you prepare a salt-free base medium for us?"

"You said we don’t need the gelatin, so it’s actually less work. How much do you need?"

"About two of these beakers… these jars’ worth."

"But how are you going to figure out which one is promising?"

"That’s the issue, isn’t it. The worst-case plan is to do a primary culture with varying salt levels, then spread them onto petri dishes to test."

We would probably need at least a thousand assays per type of medium. Of course, it would be great if the difference in the primary test-tube cultures was strong enough to register on the antenna, but I wasn’t counting on it.

"Vinder. I brought what you asked for."

Just as I finished discussing the recipe with Dalgan, I heard Vinaldira’s voice. Her blonde twintails swayed, dazzling to my sleep-deprived eyes. In her hands was a bottle containing a shockingly red liquid that was just as hard on the eyes.

"This was a lot of trouble, you know. The artisans were creeped out by the red leaves."

I had asked her to extract the pigment from the red leaves. According to Vinaldira, it wouldn’t dissolve in water, and the color vanished when she tried using oil. She had apparently succeeded using the high-concentration alcohol I had given her to try.

*Knowledge from my past life, gained from researching manufacturer data on ink solvents and pigments in pursuit of the perfect ballpoint pen, has come in handy again.*

"You’re a lifesaver. Of course, I’ll pay for it. I owe you one."

Needless to say, the payment would come from the Chancellor’s Office.

"...Let’s see. As thanks, you can let my family provide the fabric for your wedding."

Vinaldira thought for a moment, then a mischievous look crossed her face.

"I don’t get it. How is that a reward for me? Besides, I’m not even thinking about marriage yet. Well, I’ll keep it in mind, I guess."

"W-wait, I was just joking!"

*Is she going to be okay as a merchant, being so selfless?* Perhaps her noble-born mother made her a bit detached from worldly affairs.

◇◇

This is easy to understand. Before me stood a rack of sixteen test tubes arranged in a four-by-four grid. The tubes were cloudy with bacterial growth, their colors ranging from red to almost white.

I had adjusted the liquid medium Dalgan prepared to various salt concentrations, then dissolved the pigment Vinaldira had extracted into each one. The vertical rows corresponded to the salt concentration. The horizontal rows corresponded to the length of the heat shock, that is, the time they were submerged in boiling water.

I had stumbled upon this by accident, a bit of serendipity. One time, I had mistakenly left a test tube rack by the fireplace during an experiment. I noticed that the red color on the side closer to the fireplace had faded. I didn’t recall the soil in the Red Forest being particularly warm, so it was probably related to stress.

I picked up one tube in which the red color was especially faint. Its salt concentration was twenty percent higher than the medium Dalgan had first made for me. The heating time was about one turn of a five-minute hourglass.

Its color was a brownish-ochre, almost entirely the color of the medium and the bacteria themselves.

I had managed to find the conditions that encouraged the growth of the bacteria that break down the red pigment, just like in the black soil of the Red Forest. There was no guarantee that this was related to the magic-inhibiting substance, but it at least suggested that these were the right conditions for preferentially growing the same bacteria from the forest.

For what it’s worth, the bacteria I cultured from my garden soil as a control barely reduced the red pigment at all.

The rest of the process was the same as before. I would take this primary culture liquid, grow colonies on petri dishes, and test each one individually.

◇◇

"Hahaha, this is fascinating!" "Yes, the effect was outstanding."

Fulsy and I grinned at each other. A single petri dish showed three distinct black spots.

"This is all thanks to Vinaldira."

"...You’re absolutely insane. Oh, I mean that as a compliment! Your insanity is what saved Natalie, after all."

Vinaldira, who was standing behind me, shivered. *There’s no way that’s a compliment. Only a scientist would be happy to be told they’re a hair’s breadth away from a madman.*

"From four in fifty thousand to three in three hundred. That’s an improvement in efficiency of over a hundredfold. And the signals are much clearer now, aren’t they."

The darkness of the spots was somewhere between the one-hundred-times diluted control and the ten-times diluted one.

"So, which one shall we choose?"

"Let’s see… The first candidate is likely this one."

I pointed to a particularly wide, circular shadow.

"That one? I think this one here is more distinct," Fulsy said, pointing to another black spot. That one was also a candidate, of course, but there was another important factor.

"Please, look at this."

I placed the petri dish back on the paper. The shadow was a full size larger than its corresponding colony. Looking closely, I could see a faint greenish tinge in the medium.

"This mucus is secreting the magic-inhibiting substance outside its body."

First, the fact that it was secreted externally eliminated the possibility that the substance only worked inside the bacterium. Second, if the bacteria secreted the target substance for us, the subsequent processes should be much easier. Still, I couldn’t let my guard down. After all, even penicillin took a long time to go from discovery to practical use.

"Um, Vinder. Why are you looking at me? My part in this should be over."

"Not at all. This is where your skills truly get to shine, Vinaldira," I said. Dyes, pigments, and solvents. Dyeing fabric is a form of chemistry. I had no choice but to have high expectations for her role in the steps to come.
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			"Listen to me, Lisabet. You were used by that man."

Maytyl looked at her with pity. Lisabet was bewildered by the sudden accusation.

◇◇

Lisabet was summoned by Maytyl while she was busy scrambling to manage the recovery from the dragon, Baguild’s, attack. She was perplexed by the abrupt summons to a war front.

In terms of straight-line distance, her hometown was the closest part of the Empire to Kurtheite. However, the Imperial army had bypassed it, following the great river. Busy with the restoration of her own domain, all she knew was that there had been a great victory in the east and a difficult struggle in the west.

Even with the struggle in the west, the Empire now occupied both Cazelle and Kurtheite, putting them in a position to launch a pincer attack on the Royal Capital. Rumors among the people suggested the Kingdom’s surrender was near.

Aboard a transport ship laden with military supplies, she crossed the great river where wyverns danced in the sky, accompanied by the Horse-Dragon Knight who had traveled with her. As they passed through two towns under Imperial occupation, she felt a slight sense of relief to see that order was being maintained, though she was still fearful of the Imperial soldiers.

Upon arriving in Kurtheite, the knight who came with her was summoned first. Lisabet retired to the room assigned to her and changed out of her traveling clothes.

"To be summoned so suddenly, and to transport a princess along with cargo. Princess Maytyl is being quite rude, even if she is the architect of a great victory," Ann, the attendant who had been permitted to accompany her, fumed.

"I heard they took Kurtheite with almost no casualties, and it seems that was true," Lisabet said, as if to placate her lady-in-waiting. The Horse-Dragon Knight who had come with them hadn't spoken a single word, but his pained expression had made her uneasy.

However, the morale of the Imperial forces in Kurtheite was high, and the residents, who far outnumbered the Imperial soldiers, were outwardly obedient to the Empire. She hadn't heard of any measures like massacres being taken, so it must have been an overwhelming victory. She thought of the people in her hometown, who had simply endured, unable to defeat the dragon.

According to what she heard, a Mana Charging Furnace had been installed on a nearby mountain, and a system for replenishing the magic in their magic crystals was now in place.

"Indeed, just from the farmland we saw on the way here, it looks like the Empire’s food supply will be secure. It's just…" Ann trailed off.

"I know. If the Kingdom’s abundant food supply flows into the Empire as is…"

The price of food in the Empire would plummet. While that was far better than starving, she worried about what would become of her already poor hometown. Her troubles were endless.

◇◇

"What do you mean, ‘I was used’?"

Lisabet asked Maytyl. Neither of them had touched the tea that had been served as a mere formality.

"I’m talking about that pollen."

"The pollen… you say? But the pollen’s effect was genuine, was it not? Thanks to it…"

Lisabet’s voice sharpened slightly. The man Maytyl was referring to was surely Ricardo Vinder. In her mind, he was a benefactor to her homeland, and she had effectively repaid his goodwill with betrayal. While she had no intention of objecting to national policy as a member of the Imperial family, she still did not wish for conflict between the Empire and the Kingdom.

"Hah. Fine, I’ll explain it properly. First, Dagobard’s crushing defeat."

"A crushing defeat… you say?"

Lisabet was shocked by what Maytyl told her of the war situation in the Kingdom’s west. Dagobard’s army had lost two-thirds of its Horse-Dragons and their riders, and worse, the commander Dagobard himself had been taken prisoner. It was a complete and utter defeat.

This was according to the report from the knight who had escaped, the very man Lisabet had traveled with, who had survived because his Horse-Dragon’s legs had been injured in a pitfall trap inside the gate, forcing him to retreat outside the fort.

"By my calculations, half of the Empire’s Horse-Dragons have been lost. It will take more than five years to recover from this damage. What’s more problematic is the way we were defeated. Dagobard was certainly careless, but even that was a result of the Kingdom’s information manipulation. And…"

Maytyl looked at Lisabet.

"The tool they used for that was you."

The Horse-Dragons had been defeated by that pollen. The Kingdom’s army had reacted the pollen with acid to create a smoke, and the Horse-Dragons that inhaled it collapsed with ease.

"…I was only told that the pollen was effective against dragons, and that is exactly what I reported."

Being treated like a traitor was unbearable. Lisabet protested.

"I’m not doubting you. It’s not something you could have done, after all. Even I wouldn’t have been able to at that point. In any case, the Kingdom did not teach us the best way to use that pollen, which is to turn it into a gas."

"W-Well, isn’t that to be expected, to some extent?"

"Yes, it is. There’s no need to give your best intelligence to a potential enemy nation. But if you’re going to say that, then handing over the pollen in the first place is strange, isn’t it? You couldn’t have trusted him completely either, I’m sure."

"That is… true. Is that not why both Prince Dagobard and you, Princess Maytyl, tested it yourselves? And its effect was exactly as he said. Perhaps the Kingdom did not wish for relations with the Empire to break down."

"That’s probably right. The Empire’s lands would be impossible for the Kingdom to manage even if they did acquire them. But that has nothing to do with the Kingdom being wary of the Empire. How do you explain this?"

Maytyl placed a single sheet of paper in front of Lisabet. Lisabet tilted her head in confusion.

"These are figures that appear to be a record of magic vein activity near the Imperial Capital over the last seventy years. It was apparently presented at a meeting in the Kingdom. The Kingdom predicted that the Empire had the leeway to attack them. You can’t possibly imagine how I felt when I saw this."

It seemed that even Maytyl, who could be called the pinnacle of Imperial sorcery, did not possess data from over forty years ago. Lisabet recalled meeting Ricardo in front of the room belonging to the man named Fulsy, who had measured this. And Alfina had told her. There was a prophecy of a sudden monster flood in the Kingdom’s west. Ricardo was the only one who believed it when no one else did.

"Let’s go back to the pollen. How much knowledge do you think the Kingdom needed to devise this stratagem? They needed to know that the Empire uses Horse-Dragons, and that Horse-Dragons belong to the same biological group as dragons. Above all, they needed a deep knowledge of the pollen’s mechanism of action. It was only very recently that I learned from the autopsy of the dragon, Baguild, that the poison affects the respiratory system. It wasn't just Dagobard. I, too, was played right into the hands of the person who thought of this."

"You’re saying Ricardo-dono deliberately gave the pollen to me?"

"He probably predicted that we would test the pollen and reach that conclusion. He might have even been praying that we had at least as much knowledge of monsters as he assumed we did."

Maytyl’s face twisted into a self-deprecating grimace. Sweat trickled down Lisabet’s brow. Maytyl’s explanation perfectly accounted for the doubts she had felt and the defeat of the Horse-Dragon army that had seemed invincible.

"B-But, that’s just too…"

If that were true, he was nothing short of an intellectual monster. It felt completely unreal. She couldn’t even muster anger at being used.

Lisabet had thought even Alfina’s words were an exaggeration, colored by her "certain feelings" for him. Besides, he had no aptitude for sorcery. None at all.

"Until just the other day, I thought it was only natural that the Kingdom would be destroyed by the Empire. While the Empire was making desperate progress to counter the ever-intensifying monster activity, the Kingdom was sleeping. But seeing this data changed my mind."

"And that is…?"

"Why hasn’t the Empire been destroyed by the Kingdom?"

"!"

Lisabet was speechless. Maytyl smiled. Then, without caring that it was cold, she took her first sip of tea.

"Of course, I’m joking. But it’s true that some things can’t be explained. The discrepancy between this highly advanced knowledge and the actions of the Kingdom as a whole. The Grand Duke in the east believed we were suffering from monster attacks. Why? Anyone who knew about that data would have been suspicious, no matter how incompetent. In the west, Dagobard’s Horse-Dragon army advanced to Bertold without any trouble. Do you understand what this means?"

"…"

"My hypothesis is that this knowledge was shared among only a very small number of people. And so, there is something I want to ask you."

Lisabet found herself pierced by a sharp gaze.

"It’s about the man you mentioned earlier. You’ve spoken with the heir to the Vinder Company, haven’t you? Ricardo, I believe his name was."

"Y-Yes…"

"That company is involved in nearly every one of the Kingdom’s monster countermeasures, including the Horse-Dragons and the Castle-Eating Worms. We also know that the heir is on friendly terms not only with the Oracle Princess, but with Craig as well."

"B-But, he is a mere merchant. The fact that he possesses no magic was confirmed not just by me, but by Count Biral as well. Besides, if he had achieved such great feats, he would be more…"

Remembering the sense of wrongness she herself had felt that a mere merchant was in charge of handling that pollen, the conviction in Lisabet’s words gradually faded.

"Of course, there’s the possibility that the Vinder Company is just a front. Though I can’t imagine who would be hiding behind it."

"The Kingdom has a mage who is revered as a Great Sage…"

"Yes, and I hear there is a young alchemist hailed as a genius. But, it’s strange…"

Maytyl placed two metal objects on the table. One was a simple iron tube, the other was of an extremely complex design.

"Until now, no, even today, this tube is used in the majority of the Kingdom’s carriages. And then it suddenly became this. Biral reported it as an extremely worrying development that would increase the Kingdom’s transport capacity by twenty to thirty percent. That much is true. But the difference between these two is not something so mild."

Maytyl held the tube in her right hand and the complex circular mechanism in her left, spreading her arms wide.

"The technological gap between them was bridged by an innovative application of alchemy. But what about the theoretical, the conceptual gap between them?"

"…"

In front of the silent Lisabet, Maytyl sank into thought, as if possessed.

"No, perhaps all the pieces have just fallen into place. That’s right, the Kingdom’s inconsistency. If you assume that the central figure who planned this series of events has neither magical aptitude nor social power, it all connects, doesn’t it? What if all that was provided was the concept alone? That should be impossible. And yet, it feels like it’s the only possibility."

Maytyl muttered to herself, staring into space.

"In any case, there’s no doubt that the man from the Vinder Company is involved. I want you to tell me everything you know. About that man, and about those around him."

Maytyl’s gaze returned to Lisabet.

"W-What do you intend to do with this person?"

"Acquire him, of course. That man has successfully dealt with every disaster that has struck the Kingdom. It’s impossible that he just happened to come up with the knowledge for each one. Tell me, just how many concepts are packed inside that head? That brain might be more valuable than the Kingdom itself."

Maytyl smiled. Her expression was just like that of a girl her age.
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			Fulsy's Lab was located behind the director's office. It was about the size of an ordinary house, a two-story building with two chimneys and a windmill on its triangular roof. Behind it stood an incinerator.

After school, I was guiding an off-campus visitor there.

"It's been a while since I've come here. Not since the last Shoken Festival, I believe."

"It was canceled this year, after all. Still, you could have given us some advance notice... no, that would be impossible, wouldn't it."

There was no way the military's top brass would reveal their location during wartime. The number of guards discreetly positioned around the lab was double the usual.

"I have a souvenir for the Great Sage. I'd very much like to hear your opinion on it as well, Ricardo."

*A souvenir? You mean trouble, don't you...*

It wasn't just a souvenir. Even something he brought under the pretense of a reward could very well be a troublesome affair.

"Um, excuse me. I can't. Please, raise your head. There's no way I have that kind of power." "I cannot believe such a thing." Just then, I heard a girl's voice from the direction of the lab's entrance. I recognized the voice of the one on the defensive, but who was the other one?

"But Noel-dono, are you not the Great Sage's prized pupil? They say you'll become the youngest court magician in history after graduation."

One was Noel, wearing a magician's robe even at the academy. The other was a female student who appeared to be an upperclassman. From the embroidery peeking out of her sleeve, I could tell she was a noble.

"I'm just an assistant. Besides, it's not so much the Great Sage as it is... him, who's just using me for his own convenience. Oh, Mia, you're here at the perfect time."

Noel noticed Mia and was about to plead for help.

"Noel. I'm counting on you for today's report."

Craig's timing was impeccable. Noel's head turned toward him with a motion that seemed to make a creaking sound.

"Your Highness, Prince Craig. I am Arina, the third daughter of the Tolde family. Your great success in Bertold..."

The female student reacted in an instant. It was impressive how she could properly greet a prince who appeared so suddenly and praise him with an appropriate topic. Noel, on the other hand, wore a look of utter despair. Her attempt at self-preservation just moments ago had undoubtedly failed.

"Poor girl. If only the Empire hadn't attacked, none of this would have happened."

"Senior. You're the one person who shouldn't be saying that to Noel," Mia said to me as I expressed my sympathy.

"Nobles really are something else. So that's what they call social etiquette."

"...I think you should learn some," Noel, who had been grumbling to Mia, glared at me when I praised the other student.

Entering the lab, we headed for the room on the right side of the first floor. The lab was divided into three sections. One was the provisional biology lab we were currently heading to, where we were culturing the bacteria from the Red Forest. The room on the left we had just passed was for alchemy and had apparently become Noel's refuge. It was better than the Magic Dormitory, she said, but it seemed people still cornered her there, like just now.

And on the second floor was where Fulsy conducted his life's work, measuring magic with his antennas and other devices.

Today's agenda was a status report on the Empire's sorcery. We were about to head upstairs when we heard an old man's voice from the biology lab.

When we opened the door, we found Rilka and Vinaldira there with Fulsy. So they were today's helpers.

Rods extended down from the ceiling, and gears connected to them gently rocked glass instruments resembling Erlenmeyer flasks, along with the amber liquid inside. It was a shaking culture for the bacteria.

"I believe you are Rilka and... Vinaldira. Thank you for your hard work."

The two of them curtsied to greet Craig. Amazing, he actually remembered their names. Craig then proceeded to ask Vinaldira about her family's business. Vinaldira answered nervously as he asked what she would wish for upon the project's success.

Well, he did say he was having them help with dangerous work. Washing up in the lab was the epitome of the three D's, dirty, dangerous, and demanding. It had gotten a little better since this place was completed and the sterilizing kiln was built, but we didn't even have vinyl gloves.

I was the one who handled any work that involved direct contact with the bacteria.

"Speaking of which, she's apparently going to provide the cloth for my wedding," I said.

"Hoh, quite shrewd."

For some reason, Vinaldira's face turned pale at Craig's words.

"Oh, um, that's not it! I was just joking, but he took it seriously, I never meant to—"

"Perhaps you could handle my clothes as well, not just my sister-in-law's."

Unlike the upstart Vinder silver company, the potential profits for her likely outweighed the burden. If I recall, her family was struggling after Dorefano and Calest went under.

Still, I wonder when she managed to get an order from Alfina.

"Being purveyors to the royal family. Isn't that great?"

At my congratulations, Vinaldira and Rilka both sighed for some reason.

Up in Fulsy's room on the second floor, Noel was desperately trying to clear a space. The only empty spot was in front of a stone slate. How did it get this cluttered just days after moving in?

"Alright, you may begin."

At Craig's command, Noel timidly stepped forward. I knew almost nothing about today's topic. After all, I had been completely preoccupied with the bacteria.

"Th-Then I will report the results of our analysis of the Empire's sorcery. Um, er, I'll divide the explanation into two parts, one on the materials used to make the sorcery seals, and one on the seals themselves. F-First, I'll explain the materiah... About the materials... I-I'll be in charge of the materials!"

Noel completely fumbled her words under Craig's gaze, finally forcing the last part out. Craig told her to calm down, and she took a deep breath.

"First, regarding the materials in the pattern drawn on the Imperial horse-dragon's reins. It is drawn with a special dye that conducts magic. The leather base is also believed to be from a magical beast. Next, for the sorcery seal inscribed on the battering ram, it has a structure where a non-magic-conducting metal is poured into grooves that appear to have been carved using alchemy... Both are technologies that do not exist in the Kingdom."

"I see. So that's how the battering ram secures its strength."

Once the specific explanation of sorcery began, Noel started speaking with a remarkable clarity, as if she were a different person. Craig listened with an impressed look. I see, so their technology truly is far beyond the Kingdom's. Still, parts that conduct magic and parts that don't...

"As for the form of the sorcery seals... to be frank, I haven't the slightest clue what is written or what it means. The formulaic structure is just too different."

Meanwhile, my master Fulsy was his usual self. *You don't understand it at all? That's not because you were preoccupied with the bacteria, is it? Though I was the one who overworked you.*

"However, one characteristic of the circuit itself is its fineness. The pattern on the reins, of course, but also the battering ram's is remarkably fine considering the amount of magic flowing through it. Normally, if it were this fine, an irregular flow of magic would occur between the lines of Sorcery Gold. Noel."

"Y-Yes. As I mentioned earlier about processing the Sorcery Gold to carve the seal, we believe that by using alchemy, they increase the precision of the grooves, and there is also some sort of ingenuity in the metal poured into those grooves."

So it shorts out. In terms of a waterway, it would be the height of the banks, and in an electric circuit, an issue of insulation. Because they use alchemy, there's less deviation, allowing them to make it as fine as possible.

"I see. The Empire's carriages used a special kind of iron, as I recall. They are indeed quite advanced."

"However, regarding the battering ram, we cannot get magic to flow through even a single line using ordinary methods. To be precise, there must be some element right after the entrance of the sorcery seal that obstructs the flow of magic. That is all we know at present. That said, Mia has found several characteristics of the sorcery seal."

"The sorcery seal's pattern has distinct features compared to magic. One is the smallness of its repeating elements. They have likely reduced redundancy by devising a method of circulation."

Mia explained purely in terms of the sorcery seal's graph pattern.

*I see.* Listening to the explanations so far, there's no doubt that a sorcery seal is a type of circuit.

"Hoh. I believe you were also the one who deciphered the Empire's code."

Craig spoke with admiration.

"So you're saying these technologies combine to achieve their long-range attacks."

Craig summarized the experts' somewhat pointed explanations from a practical, military standpoint.

"...Most likely. The fineness of the pattern, the lack of repetition. By combining these, they have likely succeeded in incorporating a precise formula into a small area. This would also lead to a reduction in magic consumption. The magic tool that the Imperial sorcery unit used to launch fireballs is probably the same."

"Doesn't that contradict itself? If less magic flows, wouldn't the effect also be smaller?"

"Indeed. It may be related to why we cannot get magic to flow into the battering ram."

"I see. I have an idea about the magic power, so I'll speak on it later."

Craig nodded as if organizing the information. Then, he looked at Fulsy, Noel, and Mia.

"I understand. The three of you have done splendid work. But..."

At that, Craig's expression grew serious.

"How do we counter it?"

Noel cast her eyes downward. Fulsy gave a wry smile.

"There is no way to counter it with the Kingdom's magic. I heard the magic tool the Empire used was a short cylinder, but if we tried to make the same thing, it would not be a size a person could carry. Well, we couldn't make it in the first place."

"I expected as much, but this is grim."

"Well, for now, that is," Fulsy said, looking at me meaningfully.

"Please stop having excessive expectations of a layman. I only just now properly learned about magic circuits. You saw how impressed I was by all three of your explanations, didn't you?"

I said in a hurry. Of course, it was a huge realization that sorcery seals were magic circuits. However, since it was a circuit through which magic, something that didn't exist in my previous life, flowed, I couldn't imagine it would be straightforward. We were still in the information-gathering phase. I couldn't even form a hypothesis, let alone a plan of action.

Although, if I could clear that hurdle, it wasn't as if I didn't have some applicable knowledge in mind.

"Is that so?"

"...No, probably not. He knows something. He just said 'magic circuit,' didn't he? I understand the meaning, but it's not a term we use."

Noel said. Of all people, Noel saw through my self-preservation. This was a huge shock. Wait, that's not it.

"N-No, 'magic circuit' and 'sorcery circuit' get confusing, don't they? I just thought it would be better to call them that since magic flows through both... I'm serious."

"It's a characteristic of his thinking. He always tries to see something more abstract, one or two levels above reality."

"Come to think of it, I heard you told the Chancellor that all ciphers share a common property."

"..."

Craig and Fulsy both nodded. Their attitude was completely different from when I had claimed ignorance moments before. Mia maintained a polite silence, as if it were the only support she could offer.

"Before that, Your Highness, what was this 'idea about magic power' you mentioned?"

Having no other choice, I forcefully turned the conversation back to Craig. It was true that I needed to know a little more about magic.
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			"Alright, I'll share what we've learned from the prisoners. We found out a few things from the captured horse-dragon unit."

Prince Craig began, his mood seemingly unaffected.

"First, about the horse-dragons. They seem to be quite difficult creatures."

Apparently, the captured horse-dragons thrashed violently when they tried to confine them in a small space. Without a rider to control them, they were incredibly hard to handle. The consensus was that getting them across the great river to Kurtheite would be difficult.

"We also learned a fair amount about the Empire's political situation, but we can set that aside for now. What's important is the matter of magic I mentioned earlier. We found something interesting in the horse-dragon unit's baggage."

Craig took a crystal from his pocket and placed it on the desk. I tilted my head. While I wouldn't say it was a familiar sight, it looked like an ordinary magic crystal. Fulsy and Noel, however, looked shocked.

"Well now, this is quite..."

"Is it different from a normal one?"

I looked at it again. It was a transparent crystal that glowed red. Its size seemed normal. I couldn't see anything particularly unusual about it.

"You can't tell? Right, of course you can't. You really just don't get it, do you."

Noel sounded exasperated with me. Her words made even less sense.

"The strength of the magic it contains is vastly different from an ordinary magic crystal," Fulsy explained.

Now that he mentioned it, the red did seem a little deeper.

"This crystal seems to be a special item, even in the Empire. Most of what the horse-dragon unit carried were ordinary ones. It appears they used this to operate that battering ram."

"I see. There were legends that powerful magic crystals exist deep within magic veins. The Empire must be able to reach those depths with their Sorcery."

"And they were stockpiling them instead of exporting them to the Kingdom," Craig added.

It was only natural, when you thought about it. No country would hand over its best military supplies to a nation it planned to invade.

"You managed to get some surprisingly detailed information."

"Yes, well, we had to cut off a few arms."

"Ugh."

It wasn't just me. Everyone's expression turned grim. I knew things like that happened in war, but hearing it from this cheerful prince gave it a certain impact.

"Don't misunderstand. I'm talking about the tattoos on the prisoners' arms, the ones connected to the reins. Some of them were suffering terribly from a swelling that was spreading from there."

Craig smiled wryly.

"So there is a price to pay for engraving magic circuits onto a human body."

Fulsy nodded. *So it's like a rejection response.*

"It isn't so bad when they aren't using them, but they seem to require medicine periodically. The time between doses varies quite a bit from person to person."

"I'd be very interested to learn about the pigment used in those tattoos," I said. Of course, it was related to what we were working on now, but I was curious about the side effects of channeling magic.

"Perhaps I should have brought the severed arms. ...I'm joking. The prisoners have been transferred to the Royal Capital. If you speak with the Chancellor, he should be able to make some accommodations. The truth is, there's been movement in the west. It seems Dagobard's replacement has arrived, along with a small number of horse-dragon reinforcements. Thanks to that, enemy activity has started to pick up."

"I see. They won't fall for the pollen trap so easily anymore, I imagine."

"It's easier now that the enemy is on guard. Still, that speed of theirs is a real problem. I'm glad we managed to establish a system to monitor Kazel from three directions, in coordination with the forts in the defensive line that weren't taken in the initial surprise attack."

I thought we had dealt with the main force in the west, but of course the Empire wouldn't just leave things as they were. The situation, with the Royal Capital being pressured from both east and west, hadn't changed.

"So, the hero prince can't leave the west."

"That's right. And naturally, there will be movement in the east as well. Which is why I'd like to place my hopes on the true hero."

I wanted to ask who in the world he was talking about. What a ridiculous overestimation. Noel and Fulsy's reactions when they saw through my self-preservation instincts earlier made it clear. If I were back in my original world, I'd be nothing more than a simple graduate student. If Fulsy had been born on Earth, he'd be a university professor at the very least. Mia goes without saying. If Noel had been my classmate at university, I probably would have looked up to her in admiration. As for Craig, it wouldn't be surprising if he had started a venture capital firm.

In the first place, it was the absolute truth that I was clueless about magic. Take that crystal just now. I had no idea what it even meant for magic to be "strong." With light, for example, there are two kinds of strength. If you think of light as particles, its intensity is determined by both the number of particles and the energy each particle possesses. The latter is what our eyes perceive as color. They could probably see it.

"I'm no hero, so I have two questions. First, about the battering ram. The surface, the metal part, is made of Sorcery Gold, right? They carved grooves into it and poured a different metal into those grooves to block the magic, creating circuits or paths for the magic to follow. Is that correct, Noel?"

"Yes, that's right."

"The grooves don't go all the way through the Sorcery Gold, do they? So wouldn't the magic just flow underneath the grooves?"

"...Magic travels along the surface. To be more precise, it flows along the surface's pattern. When you work with Sorcery Gold in alchemy, you need air holes, remember?"

Noel looked at me as if this was common knowledge. Come to think of it, I had wondered why we needed air holes when we were making the die for the bearings. Were they not for air, but to allow magic to flow into the interior?

"With the Sorcery Gold weapons the knight order uses, the magic takes effect on the surface. You need some thickness for it to flow in an orderly fashion, so you can't just plate it."

I get it. If the cross-section of a groove is U-shaped, the magic follows the surface and flows along the inner walls. Air isn't a perfect insulator. That's why they fill the indented parts with a metal that doesn't conduct magic well. I see...

"Um, the knights riding the horse-dragons were covering that pattern with their reins, weren't they?"

"This must be it. You can see the pattern on it corresponds to the reins."

The surface patterns match. That's consistent. I don't understand the principle at all, but maybe an interface is required. In this case, the boundary between air and metal. Air is physically sparse. Perhaps a vacuum, unoccupied by other matter, is what's needed. For example, what would happen if you tried to channel magic while increasing the air pressure?

Once again, I'd run into a difference between the circuits I knew and the ones here. But separate from that, I had an idea. You could call it a ray of hope for countering Sorcery.

"What happens if it gets rained on?"

The match cord of a matchlock rifle came to mind.

"It would have a slight effect. But a user could compensate for that with their control."

Magic circuits, just like magic circles, have not only geometric patterns but also characters written on them. That's how they process information. They must be like complex gates.

"My other question is related to that. In using a magic circuit, that is, to activate its effect, what is a human's role?"

"That's so basic I'm not sure how to answer. Magic won't flow through a 'magic circuit' just by connecting a magic crystal to it. Furthermore, even if you just let it flow, the magic circuit won't activate its effect."

"In that case, relying on just one method won't be enough."

Let's say a magic crystal is a battery and a magic circuit is an electric circuit. In an electric circuit, if you connect a battery, a current will at least try to flow through the wires. But a magic circuit is useless without a magician or sorcerer, someone who can handle magic. Does that mean a user is needed to apply something like a voltage? Furthermore, it seems the user consciously operates the gates of the magic circuit. I can't imagine how they do it remotely, but I'll set that aside.

The former property of magic is interesting, but for our purposes, the latter is more important.

Although there are major differences from what I know, there's no doubt that a magic seal is a circuit. A circuit is essentially a combination of places where something flows and places where it doesn't. It's information processing using gates to control that flow. Whether the thing flowing is water, electricity, or magic, that fundamental principle doesn't change.

It would be terribly inefficient, but you can build a computer circuit using waterways and floodgates.

To generalize even further, if you think of money flowing between people, the economy itself is a circuit. To take it to an extreme, even this meeting we're having right now is a circuit of words, or information, flowing between people. A company's financial statements and a meeting's conclusions are basically the results of calculations performed by a network.

I glanced over at Mia. The magic circuit patterns she mentioned earlier are a part of mathematics that describes the behavior of networks, called graph theory.

Fulsy should be lamenting Mia's lack of aptitude for magic, not my inability to use it.

"Senior?"

"Ah, sorry, it's nothing."

I got sidetracked. What I need right now is something much simpler. A circuit has the properties of a circuit. As long as it is a circuit, it cannot escape them, no matter what is flowing through it. I shouldn't think about how to deal with Sorcery, but how to deal with the circuit. In other words...

"If we can do something about the enemy's exposed magic circuits, we can stop their Sorcery."

This is all assuming the purification of the magic-inhibiting substance we're working on below is successful.

"Ho. I had assumed you were going to use the mass-produced IG-1 on shields, but it seems I was wrong."

Fulsy grunted in approval.

"What's IG-1?" Craig asked.

"It is a magic-inhibiting substance being created based on this one's idea," Fulsy explained. Hey, don't go hyping it up as vastly more powerful and cheaper to produce than conventional ones before we've even finished purifying it.

"...So that's what you meant by finding a countermeasure to Sorcery itself in the Red Forest. Ricardo, you never cease to do the unimaginable... But wait."

Craig fell into thought.

"You say 'exposed,' but their attacks have a longer range than our bows, and they're more accurate. How would you get to them?"

"Exactly. That is the very challenge we must overcome."

As always, Craig's point was the most critical one from an operational standpoint. From what we saw of Kurtheite's fall, the enemy's offensive magic has a longer and more accurate range than arrows fired from atop castle walls. That is their great advantage.

If we have bows and they have matchlock rifles, I'm proposing something like shooting the rifle's match cord with an arrow. If you could do that, it would mean bows are stronger than guns in the first place, and you could win a normal fight.

But...

"Prince Craig. There is one weapon I need you to prepare. Also, I would hope for humane treatment of the prisoners."

If the work downstairs succeeds, there's only one condition left to clear. The prisoners are going to have to be my test subjects.
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			"How dare you show your face before me. Guards… no, perhaps I should hand you over to Zangrich."

Inside the dim room, the masked man spoke. His voice was so vexed that the pattern on his mask seemed to warp. In contrast, the man in the black robe, looked down upon by the mask, did not move a muscle.

This was a plain, unassuming mansion on the outskirts of the Royal Capital’s noble district. It was the residence of the masked nobleman’s mistress, a place known only to a handful of his closest confidants.

Needless to say, the risk of holding a secret meeting with a citizen of an enemy nation during wartime, right here in the capital, was immense. But he had no choice. The man held the relationship he and Grand Duke Zangrich of Kurtheite, who was to have become his father in law, had cultivated as leverage against him.

With his patron Zangrich under house arrest for refusing to join the war against the Empire, the revelation of this meeting could prove a fatal blow to Second Prince Delnius.

In other words, his earlier words were clearly a bluff.

"The Empire is hardly a monolith. We are of the faction that serves Prince Dagobard. The matter concerning Kurtheite was entirely Princess Maytyl’s unilateral decision…" the robed man explained with a reverent attitude.

"Factions, you say. But that Dagobard of yours has been reduced to one of Craig’s prisoners. Thanks to that, that man has… Surely you haven’t come crying to me to secure Dagobard’s release, have you. Hah. If the Imperial army abandons Kurtheite and retreats beyond the great river, then I might consider it."

Delnius’s tone shifted, becoming haughty. The robed man shook his head.

"Princess Maytyl would never agree to that, nor would the homeland. After all, the Empire is currently pressing the Royal Capital from both sides. As long as our food supply is secure, the Empire can remain in the Kingdom indefinitely."

"Hmph, it won’t be that simple. It cannot be easy to station troops for long in a Kingdom with such vastly different geographical conditions. The moment you begin to falter, the Kingdom’s army will sweep you aside."

Recalling the two conflicting analyses of the Empire’s ability to sustain the war that were circulating in the Chancellor's Office, the prince deliberately spoke with a confident air.

"I see. ‘As long as we have the hero prince, the invaders are no enemy.’ That is the rumor on the streets, is it not. Craig is now a living god of war. Some have even begun to voice their desire for Prince Craig to be named Crown Prince over the ailing First Prince. The western lords saved from the brink of crisis, and the Grand Duchess of the west who defended Bertold to the last. Then there are the eastern lords, shaken by the fall of their own Grand Duke. In a situation like this, I imagine such sentiments are not limited to the common folk…"

"This is all your fault."

Delnius slammed his hand on the desk.

"...Tradition and order will not permit such a thing. The Kingdom is built on order, unlike your nation of barbarians."

Delnius managed to calm the voice he had unintentionally raised. Yet his fist, still resting on the desk, continued to tremble faintly.

"Those are the traditions of peacetime. Times of crisis have a way of leaping over such pretenses, do they not."

"Silence. What could an Imperial spy possibly understand. State your business. You are here only to relay your master’s words."

"My apologies for the presumption. In truth, I have come today to propose that Your Highness take out something of an insurance policy. Should the Empire conquer the Royal Capital, your position and safety will be guaranteed if you cooperate with us. Indeed, even in post war negotiations with the Kingdom, we can ensure you are treated as a figure of great importance."

"...I can hardly trust you. Zangrich would say the same."

As he spoke, the trembling in Delnius’s fist ceased.

"Please hear the proposal before you pass judgment. The Empire desires to take custody of the Great Sage Fulsy and the court magician’s apprentice, Noel."

"That’s out of the question. That old man is practically a national advisor now. By rank alone, he is a baron. The legitimate head of a noble house. And even if she is an apprentice, a court magician is an official government post."

Delnius struck the desk again. The robed man paused to think.

"So those with official rank are indeed a problem… In that case, what of a commoner who has been assisting them."

"…A commoner, you say."

"Yes. Offer up one or two commoners, and your security is assured, Your Highness. It is hardly a bad proposition. This collaborator is someone from a firm called the Vinder Company."

"Vinder. I’ve heard that name somewhere…"

"It is a company that sides with Craig and the Grand Duchess of the west. They were also involved in that carriage race."

"Come to think of it, that’s right. A mere silver ranked company… Wait, a silver ranked company. That means they are ‘just’ commoners, then…"

Delnius slowly stroked his chin.

"Dealing with commoners will not require Your Highness to lift a finger. We will handle the matter ourselves. We only ask that you facilitate our escape from the Royal Capital after the fact."

"That is a remarkably generous offer. So much so that I find it hard to believe. What is this commoner to you."

"It concerns the poison that felled the dragon. We have learned that it was that very company that supplied it to Craig. In fact, it was the reason Craig was victorious against Prince Dagobard’s Horse-Dragon corps."

"Hoh. So he used poison in battle…"

"A poison effective against dragons is of immense value to the Empire. If we can learn how to obtain it, our faction’s prestige will rise considerably."

"So that is what you get out of this."

"Yes. We must widely publicize our achievements, no matter which way this war turns. …What if, at the same time, the ‘fact’ that Prince Craig only defeated the dragon thanks to poison were to spread throughout the Kingdom. A hero who boldly slew a dragon with his sword versus a schemer who used poison to kill it… I imagine the people’s impression of him would change rather dramatically, wouldn't it."

The robed man looked up, his gaze meeting the mask. Delnius unconsciously looked away.

"You will not cause a scene, I trust."

"Of course not. What we want is information. Killing them would defeat the purpose. We wish to transfer them to the Empire. That is precisely why we require Your Highness’s cooperation."

"…The Royal Capital is on high alert. Entry and exit are strictly controlled. But that also means everyone is terribly busy. It’s possible… that a document or two might go missing."

"Thank you very much."

The man bowed his head.

"By the way, is Your Highness certain you know nothing more of the Vinder Company. I hear they have dealings with the Chancellor’s Office."

"How am I supposed to remember the name of every silver ranked company. …No, wait. Come to think of it."

Delnius’s eyes darted from side to side beneath his mask.

"I did hear a name like that once in the Chancellor’s Office. I only remember because it was so out of place."

"Oh…? And was that name, by chance, the head of the company, Paul Vinder."

"As if I would remember the name of a commoner. But I doubt it. After all, they said the person was dressed like a student. The Chancellor’s secretary, the Records Administrator, was acting as if…"

Delnius continued to prattle on about what he considered to be worthless gossip. He remained completely unaware that deep within the man’s hood, his expression had changed.
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			"So, this is the colony we're going with. You called it IG-1, I believe."

Fulsy said, looking at a greenish Erlenmeyer flask. It looked like an algae-filled swamp, not a pretty sight at all.

"Yes. IG-1."

The I stands for Inhibitor, and the G for Green. Incidentally, if we ever find a magically active substance from the red soil, I'm thinking of calling them 'Magic Catalysts' as a general term.

Among the colonies that produced the magic-inhibiting substance, the one we ultimately chose for bulk culture was the greenish colony that secreted the inhibitor into its surroundings.

After cultivating several types of colonies with strong magic-inhibiting effects, including IG-1, on petri dishes, we transferred them to glass and did a rough analysis of the target substance's properties. In other words, we exposed it to heat, acid, and alkali, then performed the magic inhibition test again.

The results showed that IG-1's magic-inhibiting activity barely diminished when exposed to heat or acid. This meant the substance it produced was remarkably stable.

"So, what is the next step?"

"It's not that different from our previous inhibitors. The purification of the target substance."

That black pigment is apparently extracted from shellfish in the river flowing from the Red Forest. They say it's expensive because you can only get a tiny amount, which makes me wonder if it's like the purple dyes of old. Or perhaps that black pigment, much like a shellfish toxin, is a substance secreted by the Red Forest's bacteria that gets absorbed by the shellfish.

With that in mind, it was finally time for purification. Since IG-1's magic-inhibiting effect works even through the colony itself, in extreme terms, simply drying the culture medium would probably increase its potency. However, for the applications I have in mind, higher purity is better.

"By the way, Noel, I wanted to ask you something."

"...I think it's still too soon for your next crazy idea."

The corner of Noel's eye twitched. It's not that crazy of an idea.

"No, it's just a small question. Is there a substance that conducts magic, even if not as well as Sorcery Gold?"

"...There is. We call it Sorcery Silver, but even though we say gold and silver, the difference in value is closer to that between gold and copper. It barely conducts magic, so it has no real use."

"And is it something I could get my hands on?"

"It's terrifying how your questions don't seem related at all... If I rummage through the warehouse, probably. ............Do you need it?"

"No, I was just asking."

"I hope you're aware that you're advancing the history of magic by decades right now."

"I'm certainly aware that thanks to your pipette, our experiments are several times faster and cost a tenth of what they used to."

"...Y, you don't need to mention that."

◇◇

"So, what can I do to help?"

Vinaldira asked, looking at the Erlenmeyer flask on the table. She was holding a stack of white cloths.

"You probably shouldn't get too close until we're done heating it..."

"It's a little late for that. But with this, my debt for you helping Natalie is repaid. She wanted to help too, you know."

"...I get it. But your part comes a little later in the process. Until then... right, I need you to handle that over there."

I pointed to a basket in the corner of the lab. It was piled high with eggs I had sourced from Rilka. All the eggs in one basket. Not a good situation, economically speaking. I needed to crack them open soon.

"D, don't tell me you're going to eat all of those."

Noel and Vinaldira shuddered.

"Of course not. Although, the process is apparently similar."

In my old world, I'd heard that skill in the kitchen was proportional to skill in the lab.

"As an old man with little time left, I'll be sure to watch this up close." Fulsy declared, sounding like he'd sell his remaining lifespan to a demon for knowledge.

"Your help is essential, Director."

Purifying a substance is fundamentally about separating the target substance from everything else by exploiting differences in their physicochemical properties. It's a basic principle of chemistry in my former world. Distillation, filtration, sublimation, they all boil down to that. The green color of IG-1 might be an indicator, but there's a chance the green substance itself isn't the magic inhibitor.

Needless to say, it's hardly a simple task. Especially when you're dealing with an unknown substance. What's more, when working with microorganisms, you're not only dealing with things you can't see, but you also have to isolate your target from the most diverse array of chemical substances in this world.

That was precisely why I needed Fulsy to measure the presence of the target substance at every single step of the experiment. The difference between having that data and not would, at a conservative estimate, result in dozens of times the cost and effort.

However, the answer to the first step was already clear. We needed to remove the bacteria from the culture medium. I wanted to just heat it up and kill them off, but doing so would release their internal contents into the liquid. That would negate the advantage of the substance being secreted into the medium in the first place.

"First, we'll remove the largest impurity, the mucus. We'll use that."

I pointed to a machine delivered to the lab from the Vinder Company. To put it simply, it was a drum with a handle like a bucket's, attached to an axle. The axle's bearings had been replaced with ones made by Bertold. It was a device originally created for beekeeping to extract honey from the comb, a centrifuge.

For the honey, we used a water wheel, but this one was obviously modified to be operated by hand. With a windmill, we'd be in trouble if the wind stopped midway. For the shaking culture, we used a windmill because even a little agitation of the medium at night was better than nothing.

And so, I started turning a crank-like handle over and over. This was one job I couldn't ask Fulsy to help with. I wish Dalgan or Plural were here. No, what I really want is a water wheel.

Of course, the rotation speed wasn't enough to cause the bacteria to precipitate out completely. But if you tried to just strain it through a cloth from the start, the cloth would clog almost instantly. That was the result of numerous tests using bacterial solutions cultured from the soil in the academy garden.

I placed the Erlenmeyer flask in the centrifuge and waited a while.

After confirming a sediment had formed at the bottom of the flask, I transferred the culture medium into a beaker covered with a filter cloth. The slightest jolt would mix the bacteria back into the liquid. Well, I'd have to rely on the cloth for that. It was the highest quality fabric Vinaldira had prepared for me.

I immediately tossed the bacteria and the used cloth into the incinerator. Of course, some IG-1 remained inside the bacteria, but increasing the purity was the priority. I had Fulsy test the culture medium for magic-inhibiting activity. Since this was a pure culture of only the IG-1 producing bacteria, it was already casting a distinct shadow on his antenna at this stage.

At this point, the solution was still quite cloudy. It contained not only the medium's components but also a large number of dead bacteria and other debris.

I checked the fire in the stove.

Right on cue, Vinaldira brought over the egg whites. I mixed them into the medium, stirred well, and then placed the medium over the fire. This was to remove impurities with the egg whites, which form a much finer mesh than any human-woven cloth. The process is the same as making consommé soup, so I guess I'll call it the consommé method. Come to think of it, the culture medium is somewhat similar to consommé.

Incidentally, I got the recipe for consommé from the Grand Duchess's head chef. I never would have thought of it if I didn't live in an environment where such luxurious dishes were served.

Once the egg whites solidified, I strained the solids out with a cloth. The mix of the medium's amber color and the bacteria's secreted green wasn't exactly beautiful, but it was considerably clearer than before. I took a sample from the beaker and handed it to Fulsy, who immediately measured the liquid's magic-inhibiting effect.

"No problems here. I checked the egg whites as well, but the liquid is far stronger."

"I see..."

That was a little different from what I expected. I thought a fair amount of it would get trapped in the egg whites. Well, perhaps it's because unlike consommé, the medium contains almost no fat.

"What about the activity itself?"

"It has hardly dropped at all."

This was as I'd predicted. It seemed to be highly resistant to heat. This was about the limit of what we could remove through physical means. Next, we would separate things using chemical properties. I looked at Vinaldira.

"Did you bring the things I asked for?"

"Yes, I gathered as many different kinds as I could find."

Vinaldira took out several glass bottles, the same kind I had used when collecting soil from the Red Forest. Inside each, a slightly viscous liquid sloshed gently.
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			"That was a real pain. The dyes were one thing. But I had to talk to all the workshops that make inks and paints."

With several kinds of solvents in hand, Vinaldira said proudly. Her blonde twintails bounced. In the basket beside her were several substances that looked like dyes of different colors.

"You're a lifesaver. All we can get our hands on is beeswax. The only other thing is the lanolin I asked Dalgan-senpai for."

We can’t use an oil with such a high melting point that’s solid at room temperature. And the lanolin, or wool grease, is for another purpose. We could probably use cooking oil, but I have no idea how it would perform as a solvent. Alcohol is the most expensive, and on top of that, it’s water-soluble.

"So, which one are you going to use?"

"For now, probably the cheapest one."

"What are ye plannin' to do?"

"It’s a test to see whether it dissolves more easily in water or oil..."

Since we've removed a good portion of the impurities from the culture medium, I'd like to just dry it and call it done, but there's one more property I need to investigate for the anti-sorcery measures I have in mind.

I took a small glass bottle, added about 0.5cc of the medium and 0.5cc of the oil I received from Vinaldira, and shook it well. Then I put it in the centrifuge. When the rotation stopped, the mixture had separated into two layers, oil on top and the medium on the bottom. However, the previously transparent oil was now tinged green. Meanwhile, the green hue of the medium below had faded slightly.

"The upper layer has a stronger inhibitory effect, more than double, in fact," Fulsy noted.

"So it's fat-soluble, just as I thought..."

In other words, our target magic inhibitor, IG-1, dissolves more easily in oil than in water. I had anticipated this to some extent. Since it’s secreted by passing through a cell membrane, it was possible it would be fat-soluble.

This is pure speculation, but it might be a substance similar to a steroid.

"What's next?"

"We dry this purified medium to remove the water. Then, we use an organic solvent, either alcohol or oil, to dissolve and extract it."

The process is similar to making chili oil. Capsaicin, the spicy component in chili peppers, dissolves well in oil but is almost insoluble in water. That’s why frying peppers in oil allows the spiciness to infuse it, creating chili oil.

It’s also why you can’t get rid of the burn from chili peppers with water. If it doesn’t dissolve in water, you can’t wash it away with water. You could probably wash it down by drinking straight distilled spirits. Incidentally, the amber color of whiskey and brandy comes from the pigments in the wooden barrels, which are easily dissolved by the organic solvent, alcohol.

I put a portion of the medium in a test tube and heated it to evaporate the water, which left a greenish-brown powder. I had Fulsy confirm that the powder possessed a strong magic-inhibiting effect. This was to be expected, since a whole coffee cup's worth of the medium had been concentrated into a tiny amount of powder.

Of course, this powder still contains large amounts of substances other than IG-1. For example, the salt from the culture medium.

Up to this point, even an amateur could figure things out. It's just a physical process of removing junk from the medium. But the next step is chemistry. Honestly, I'm not confident. For instance, I can predict that because it’s highly fat-soluble, dissolving this powder in an organic solvent will preferentially extract it. This means we can separate IG-1 from less fat-soluble substances and increase its purity.

However, I have no idea what procedure would be best when considering yield and other factors. But we have an expert right here.

"So, with that said, I'm pinning my hopes on our dye specialist..."

"So the plan is to extract as much of the green color as possible, right?"

As expected, Vinaldira understood. Whether a dye is water-soluble is a huge problem. In fact, if it dissolves in water, it's useless as a dye. The color would wash out in the laundry, and a little rain would cause a disaster.

"Yeah, that green is probably the right stuff. Even if it's not, the Director can figure it out with his measurements."

"Sometimes we adjust the solution with wood ash lye, but doing that can change the color, you know?" Vinaldira mentioned. Hmm, so the solubility might change depending on the pH.

"No problem. That too..."

"Is somethin' I just have to measure," Fulsy finished.

Exactly. By manipulating minute samples with the pipettes, we can test numerous conditions in parallel, and through non-destructive magic measurement, we can track the behavior of the target substance. In my previous life, you couldn't do this without machines that cost tens of millions.

"Got it. I'll give it a try."

I handed the powder and one of Noel's custom-made pipettes to Vinaldira. After hearing how to use it, Vinaldira wore a puzzled expression. The first thing she did was take the supernatant from some boiled wood ash she had brought and use it to adjust the blue dye she also brought.

After operating the pipette a few times, Vinaldira looked at the tool's creator. Noel wore a troubled look.

"...I think you'd better give up trying to figure it out. Just think of it as being made of solid gold. That tip you just casually detached. Each one costs five gold coins. And that's just for the materials."

"I guess this is what a Vinder project is like."

Vinaldira sighed and held the pipette more carefully.

"What's that supposed to mean, a 'Vinder project'?"

"..." "..."

Ignoring the silence my question was met with, the next phase was Vinaldira's show. She adjusted the greenish powder with lye and acidic liquids, judging by the color, then smeared the resulting green liquid for Fulsy to test. It was a repetitive process.

I should have asked for her help from the culture medium stage. From what I could see, she was probably adjusting the pH to where the green substance dissolved best, extracting it, neutralizing the solution, and then dissolving it into a solvent.

"...It's done."

The glass bottle Vinaldira held out glowed a beautiful emerald color. Fulsy nodded.

"Then let us conduct a precise measurement of its effect," he declared, shaking the stock solution of IG-1. For the record, we defined the stock solution as one liter of culture medium ultimately dissolved into 10cc of solvent.

◇◇

When the glass plate was removed from the magic-sensing paper, a 2x4 grid of spots appeared. The four spots in the top row were the existing black magic inhibitor, diluted from a stock solution to 10x, 100x, and 1000x. The bottom row was our newly obtained green magic inhibitor, IG-1, diluted in the same way.

Of the eight spots, the rightmost column was completely black for both top and bottom. This meant they were completely inhibiting the minute amount of magic Fulsy had applied. No difference in effect could be seen. But...

As the dilutions increased, a cruel difference became apparent. The existing magic inhibitor began to fade at a 10x dilution, turned grey at 100x, and was only barely visible at 1000x. In contrast, IG-1 was still pitch black even at 100x. Its 1000x dilution was about as dark as the existing inhibitor's 10x dilution.

"There's no comparison."

"So it's nearly a hundred times more effective."

"And what's more, we can make as much as we want... It's a bit late to be askin', but why aren't you a magician?"

"Because I'm a commoner. It's rare for a commoner to have an aptitude for magic, right?"

"You’re not like any commoner I know."

"Just try to get along with your fellow commoners until we graduate."

I shot back at Noel's remark. She comes from a noble family to begin with, and once she's no longer an apprentice, there's no doubt she'll be given a title. In fact, in Noel's case, it's the kingdom that would be in trouble if they didn't bind her to them with a peerage.

"I don't understand even half of what just happened. But this is something incredible, isn't it?"

"Indeed it is. And I'll say this just in case, this recipe is not to be spoken of outside this room."

"I understand. Even developing a new color is treated as a closely guarded secret..."

Vinaldira flinched. And with that, we had one more person involved in a state secret. I hope she'll resent the Empire for it.

"Why are you looking at me like this has nothing to do with you? You're the one in the most danger. If I were the Empire, I'd target you first."

Vinaldira said something so ominous.

"The bacteria made IG-1 on its own, we just borrowed it. This experiment wouldn't have even been possible without the Director's magic-sensing paper. And without Vinaldira's techniques, we couldn't have extracted it in such a pure form. I can't do anything on my own."

All I had was knowledge from my past life. I'll admit I might have gone a bit too far this time, but it's an undeniable fact that I can't do anything by myself. Besides the members here, I've had help from pretty much everyone in the Central Garden.

"Anyway. Since the magic inhibitor worked out well, let's start on the red soil next. If I recall, Director, you were more interested in that, right?"

"That's right! I'd forgotten all about it after seein' this."

"Ah, because we can use IG-1 to improve the sensitivity of your antenna."

"...Precisely."

"I'm looking forward to that, too. After all, measurement is the foundation of everything."

Measurement is, in essence, information gathering. It may seem mundane, but its precision can change the time, cost, and labor required to verify a hypothesis by an order of magnitude.

"Speaking of forgetting, the original purpose of this was as a countermeasure against the Empire's sorcery, wasn't it?"

"You really shouldn't forget that."

Hey now, what was all that about this being top-secret just a moment ago?

"Ahem. So, are we to paint this on shields?"

"...That kind of simple application is the most obvious, but I'm thinking of something a little more elaborate."

Fortunately, IG-1 is fat-soluble. There's a high probability it can be used for the purpose I have in mind. However, I'll need to run a few tests for that.

"Could that cream-like stuff have something to do with it?"

Noticing my gaze, Vinaldira looked at a jar containing a milky-white, semi-solid substance. It was the grease extracted from the wool I had Dalgan acquire.

"Sharp as ever. But this is an ingredient for an ointment to treat the prisoners. We have to help those prisoners suffering from the side effects of the sorcery seals carved into their bodies. Cutting off their arms is just too cruel."

The grease from wool, lanolin, was used in cosmetic creams in my past life. I'll mix IG-1 into this natural ointment base. To put it simply, it's like a steroid treatment for a skin disease.

It's purely a humanitarian measure. Of course, I'll take the opportunity to investigate things like the necessary concentration of IG-1, but it's unavoidable since it's all for the sake of their treatment.

Oops, I should probably do a patch test beforehand. If it turns out we used poison on them, it would complicate post-war relations.
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			Behind the First Knight Order’s headquarters is a rectangular training ground sandwiched between the castle walls. We had just ridden into it aboard Fulsy’s incredibly suspicious carriage.

Given that it is effectively the Royal Guard, the check at the gate was stringent. Even with Fulsy and the accompaniment of Count Adele, the deputy commander of the Anti-Monster Knight Order who was in the capital for supplies, we apparently couldn't just be waved through.

*I suppose that’s natural, since there’s a direct route to the royal palace. Besides, we have two commoners of unknown origin on board.*

"How are things with the First Knight Order now?" I asked, recalling the arrogant-looking face of their commander.

Prince Craig’s Anti-Monster Knight Order is assigned to the west, while the First Knight Order is assigned to the east. We have no choice but to entrust the execution of our anti-sorcery strategy to the First Knight Order.

Although they were outmaneuvered by the horse-dragons' unexpected speed, the First Knight Order commander’s prediction of the Empire's strategy during that conference was correct. I have to believe he’s competent. The problem is whether he’ll listen to us in the first place.

"The Imperial army, which had been quiet for a while, has begun to encroach on the area around Kurtheite. Even with four times the Empire’s forces, Commander Tembelg is stretched thin just defending Grynisias. I heard from His Highness that getting this proposal through was easier than expected."

When you think about it, with the Royal Capital being pincered, it’s strange for the de facto commander of the Royal Guard to be away from his post. Decades of peace led to reductions in the knight orders, and the First Knight Order had become something of an officer-only corps. It was probably efficient in terms of peacetime organizational management, though.

"That’s a relief, but…"

"Indeed. What was approved was merely the trial use of that thing," Adele said in a heavy tone.

Whether the First Knight Order will adopt the strategy I’ve devised is another matter. It’s a difficult problem. Still, there’s no point in worrying about something completely outside my purview. I’ll just have to count on Euphillia, Prince Craig, and the Chancellor.

My only concern is whether the items we need have been properly managed.

◇◇

"The last I heard, these were used in combat twenty years ago. They certainly look their age," Adele said, looking at the two massive wooden contraptions that had been brought out onto the training ground.

They looked like triangular frames with large wooden spoons resting on them. Catapults. They were more than twice a person’s height, bigger than I had expected. Below them were wheels for moving them and stakes for securing them in place.

*Twenty years ago… they must have last been used during the Fellbach Rebellion.*

"They are well-maintained, sir. We test-fired them two months ago during training, so I can guarantee they are serviceable," an old knight who appeared to be over fifty replied to Adele. He seemed to be the one in charge of siege weaponry. Eight soldiers stood at attention behind him.

Looking closely, the wood was an amber color, but the ropes wound around it were new. The round stones that served as projectiles were neatly arranged by size. Considering the current state of the First Knight Order, his post was likely a sinecure, so I was glad he was such a responsible man.

"To think the day would come when these would be used again. It may be improper to say so, but I feel a bit emotional."

The old knight’s expression was a mixture of belief and doubt.

"The Empire’s sorcery has a longer range than our bows. To counter it, we need the power of a catapult."

"I see. I’ve heard the Empire attacks from a distance our arrows cannot reach. However…"

The old knight’s face clouded over.

"Indeed, I’ve heard they are not easy to hit with. That is why we have come. But for our purpose, we will need you to conduct many test shots," Fulsy said.

In the carriage, he had been excitedly rattling on about improvements to his antenna, but now he wore the expression of a state elder.

"It is the highest honor to be of service to the Great Sage in this time of need. Please make use of this old body as you see fit."

At the Great Sage’s words, the old knight’s face lit up. The soldiers behind him exchanged glances and nodded in agreement. I hoped Fulsy would maintain his dignified air until we left. It was important for them to see this as a weapon, not a toy.

"So, what is its actual range?" I asked, now that the greetings between the important figures were over.

Mia stood next to me, holding a sheet of paper for notes. *Of course, Mia is the real brains of the operation.*

"Great Sage. Who are these two…?"

"They are my assistants. They are skilled at calculation."

"Assistants…"

The old knight paused for a moment, looking at Mia and me in our academy uniforms.

"Well now, how impressive for ones so young."

I had braced myself for a reaction like ‘the likes of a commoner child,’ but the old knight just smiled warmly.

"Let’s see, that middle stone projectile can fly twice as far as a Kingdom bow can shoot."

The old knight pointed to a stone about the size of a soccer ball. It was the exact same size as the projectiles we had brought.

◇◇

"Projectile ready!"

"Counterweight set!"

The soldiers manning the catapult moved like the synchronized cogs of a machine.

"Fire!!!"

At the commander’s signal, an axe was swung, the rope was cut, and the wooden spoon shot upwards.

DAAAAAAN! SHURUSHURUSHURUUUUUUU.

DOON!!

As the catapult swung its arm, the stone flew in a parabolic arc and slammed into the ground, kicking up a cloud of dust. Immediately, soldiers holding a rope marked with regular intervals ran out. At the same time, other soldiers ran to retrieve the projectile with a cart. The scene reminded me of the shot put from my past life.

The remaining soldiers all pulled on the rope, preparing for the next shot. Their movements were perfectly synchronized.

"How is it?" I asked Fulsy from inside the carriage parked next to the catapult.

"No worries. It’s showing up clearly."

The trajectory of the magic captured by the antenna was displayed on the crystal in Fulsy’s hand. A magic crystal from that slime mold monster had been attached to the projectile.

"Mia, think you can do the calculations?"

"If we can get enough pairs of data from the crystal and the ground impacts, I believe it will be possible to construct a formula," Mia nodded.

"Alright, let’s have them launch the real one."

Fulsy signaled to the old knight, and the soldiers began unloading the "projectiles" we had brought in the carriage. I got out of the carriage to help.

"Okay, I’m heading over to the impact point," I told Mia after we finished unloading.

"Wait a moment, senpai. Just one thing about the altitude…" Mia called out to me from inside the carriage.

The paper she showed me had a high-arcing parabola drawn on it. After finishing our discussion through the carriage window, I headed near the predicted impact zone.

DAAAAAAN! SHURUSHURUSHURUUUUUUU.

GASHAAAAN!! BASHAAAAAAAA!!!!

The projectile launched from the catapult shattered on the ground, spilling its contents everywhere. Its range was twenty or thirty meters longer than even the smallest stone projectile. We might be able to use an even higher angle.

Not bad. In the worst-case scenario, I had worried the ceramic projectile might not withstand the force of the launch.

When we use this for real, it might be best to fire a small stone projectile first as a reference. Using relative values should make the results less susceptible to changes in the environment.

"Now for the state of the ground."

I gave a hand signal and approached the impact site. A pattern of shattered pottery and what looked like spilled water covered the ground. The projectile we had brought was a thick ceramic pot filled with oil. Adele had asked me, "Are you planning to counter the enemy’s fire arrows with a fire attack of your own?"

True, if the enemy sorcerers get covered in oil, they might not be able to use their Fireballs. But that’s not my goal.

"I’d like it to scatter a little more finely. Should I mix some water into the oil? It’ll be spinning as it flies, so the inside will be agitated… No, centrifugal force would cause them to separate. In that case, the water would be on the outside… Hmm."

I jotted down my ideas on paper. After I moved away, the next projectile came flying. The impact point shifted, certainly, but it landed closer than I expected. Perhaps because it was more uniformly shaped than the stone.

I looked at the catapult. Mia was consulting with Fulsy. From this distance, it was amusing to see the old sage looking like he was taking instructions from a girl young enough to be his granddaughter. *Well, he probably is taking instructions from her.* The old knight standing beside them was also nodding in admiration.

*Well, of course they’d be surprised to see something they've only done through experience turned into a formula.*

"Hm? Who are they?"

An imposing-looking group was approaching Mia and the others. They wore the armor of the First Knight Order. The old knights snapped to attention. So did Adele and Fulsy. Looking closely, I saw a cloaked figure at the center of the knights. That’s…

"An inspection from His Majesty the King?"

By the time I deliberately took my time walking back, the grand procession was already showing me their backs. It seemed the King had come for an inspection.

"When you’re at war, this kind of morale-boosting is important, I suppose?"

"Of course. But that’s not all. As I said, just as things are heating up in the west, the east is growing restless as well. Or rather, the Empire’s main force is likely in the east, so it is our Anti-Monster Knight Order in the west that is responding to their eastern movements."

"The Empire’s offensive is imminent, then. Does that mean Prince Craig will be coming east…" I asked hopefully.

If Craig were the commander, our plan would have a high chance of being accepted. But Adele shook his head.

"If by some chance the horse-dragons in the west were to join the eastern forces, it would be irreversible. As it stands, we need a powerful move to raise the Kingdom army’s morale and rally the wavering eastern lords. It seems His Majesty thinks so too."

"Does that mean…"

"It is a last resort, of course."

The possibility of the King himself taking the field. *I feel like I've just learned something I'd have been better off not knowing.*

◇◇

"Hey, wasn’t that an unfamiliar merchant just now? The King made a surprise visit today. If there was anyone suspicious around, our heads would roll."

"It’s fine. I checked their permit from the Chancellor’s Office."

I could hear the tense conversation between the gatekeepers. For a moment, I thought they were talking about us, but they let us pass without a word. Well, we were with a count and a baron, after all.

I understood their tension. If anything happened to the King at the First Knight Order’s facility, which is responsible for protecting the capital, their very reason for existing would be called into question. In the history of Earth, there were armies like the Praetorian Guard of the ancient Roman Empire whose job was basically "assassinate the emperor."

"How is the trajectory calculation formula coming along?"

"It will still take some time. Which angle looked best?"

"The third one. The angle that gives the most altitude. Ideally, we want it to fall from almost directly above."

"...A longer airtime will result in greater deviation."

"I have a better idea of how to modify the projectile, so it just needs to land within a general area. Let’s see, I think a deviation of about ten percent in any direction should be fine."

A deviation of 40 meters for a range of 400 meters. The adjustments depend on the projectile’s contents, so I’ll need to consult with Vinaldira as well.

"The relationship between the actual projectile and the stone seems to be stable regardless of the launch angle. At that level of deviation, I think we can manage with the antenna’s data."

"Even that officer was surprised," Fulsy chimed in. "He couldn't believe such a method existed."

We track the launched projectile’s trajectory with a radar and measure the distance to its impact point. Based on that, we quickly revise our calculations. In exaggerated terms, it’s like "inputting firing data." For a fixed artillery piece on the ground, this should improve accuracy even within a range that can be calculated by hand.
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			Inside a room with its light blocked by black curtains, stars shone on a petri dish. The colonies on the culture medium glowed faintly, receiving magic from the crushed magic crystals spread beneath them. While most were red, there was a variety of colors, including blue and yellow.

"Just as expected from the red soil. This looks promising."

A light too faint to be seen from a single bacterium becomes visible when they gather and form colonies. Even so, less than twenty percent of the total colonies were glowing. I suppose this means that even in the Red Forest, most species don't utilize magic.

*Or maybe I should be surprised that nearly twenty percent of the bacteria are related to magic.*

"This is exciting. However, looking at the colors, there may not be as many types as there are colonies."

"The red colonies also look to be the same size. They might all be the same species."

*In terms of the decomposer ecosystem in a magic-rich environment, these red bacteria could be significant. Unfortunately, given our current situation, we don't have the luxury of conducting basic research. We need something we can use.*

"Won't this light interfere with the measurements?"

"I have already checked. It disappears when moved away from the magic crystals. It does last longer than it did with the pollen, though."

Fulsy lifted the petri dish off the layer of magic crystal fragments. The light immediately began to fade. Some of the colonies seemed to lose their light in an instant, as if a switch had been flipped.

*In the experiment where we marked the pollen with magic to track it inside the birds, it took several days to be absorbed, and the signal was lost within a few hours.*

"But if you think about it…"

"What is it?"

"Well, the materials that make up these bacteria’s bodies, the components of the culture medium, are all ordinary things, aren't they?"

*To be precise, they're derived from the soil, water, and air of Dalgan's ranch. Perhaps even ordinary soil contains trace amounts of elements like Sorcery Gold. Colored molecules in living organisms sometimes have a metal at their center. The iron in red hemoglobin, or the... was it magnesium?... in green chlorophyll. Those metal elements aren't obtained from ore. They're absorbed from things that exist quite normally in the soil.*

"No, it’s nothing for now."

"Well then, let’s begin the measurements. This is the moment of truth."

*To be honest, we struggled to determine the culture conditions for the red soil, too. For starters, we couldn't cultivate them without supplying magic. Or more accurately, they would form colonies just fine, but none that would react to the Magic-sensing Paper. Based on the prediction that a weak, miasma-level of magic would suffice, we managed to get by using the scrap magic crystals from the slime mold monster.*

*Furthermore, I reduced the sugar content in the culture medium. The hypothesis was that if the bacteria could also get energy from magic, they should be able to grow with less energy from carbohydrates. Even so, the cultivation costs are significantly higher than for the black soil. Our budget increased thanks to the success of IG-1, but the cost is something we can't ignore when considering practical application. Once the war is over, we probably won't need it in large quantities, so it should be fine.*

*Then again, I haven't even decided who gets what share of the profits. I'm a failure as a merchant. Mia would get angry if she heard me, busy calculating ballistics in the head librarian's office.*

Ten petri dishes were lined up on the Magic-sensing Paper. The procedure was the same as it was for IG-1. The only difference was the shorter magic exposure time. This assay wasn't for a simple effect like blocking magic, but to see what kind of reaction we could get in response to applied magic.

"It appears there were two types of red colonies," Fulsy said, sliding a petri dish aside. On the grayed Magic-sensing Paper, many black dots and a few white dots were visible. They seemed to correspond to the dozen or so red colonies on each dish.

*The black dots must be where bacteria are absorbing magic. The white dots seem to be enhancing the magic poured from Fulsy's hand in some way. This is our winner.*

"So we've obtained not only a magic inhibitor, but an activating substance as well. Calling them magic catalysts as a general term is fine, but what shall we name this one?"

"There are many types. Let's wait until we can properly refine it. What do you make of this one?"

I pointed to a white dot the size of a pinprick. It was completely white, but the spot itself was small. Fulsy's crow's feet deepened as he moved his face closer and then farther away.

"…It might be refracting the magic."

"I see."

I put the petri dish back and marked the corresponding colony. The round colony was raised higher than its surroundings. *Is the colony acting like a lens? What's the principle behind that?*

"What else… this one is strange, too. This one is also interesting."

Fulsy stared so intently at the Magic-sensing Paper it was as if he were about to lick it. We continued our treasure hunt, discarding one possibility after another. There were endless potential problems with mass cultivation and extraction, so we needed plenty of candidates.

In the end, we marked over a dozen colonies.

"Hmm? Did a fragment of magic crystal get stuck to it?"

My hand froze as I was about to put the petri dish away. At the edge of the Magic-sensing Paper, in a pitch-black area outside the range where magic had been applied, I saw a single exposed spot. I checked the bottom of the dish, but there was nothing there.

"Could it be…"

I placed the petri dish on the black part of the paper once more. When I lifted it, a white dot appeared again, just as I thought. The reaction was quite strong.

"Is it something like luminous paint…"

*It absorbs the applied magic and then releases it later. It's like fluorescence after being exposed to light.* I immediately called Fulsy over.

"Now this is interesting. Hmm, the magic being emitted from the colony is faintly wavering."

When I moved the petri dish in a straight line over the Magic-sensing Paper, the white line did indeed undulate.

"This is another candidate, then. It's quite a haul."

*We have to preserve them in a pure form, so the cost per strain is no joke. Since none of the colonies had similar effects, we have no choice but to preserve them all. I'll have to calculate the storage cost per strain later. And considering the risk of contamination, we'll have to keep multiple samples of each strain.*

"So, which one will you cultivate?"

Fulsy's eyes were fixed on the fluorescent colony from before. *I understand how he feels, but.*

"Considering our objective, I believe this one is the top priority."

I pointed to the minority among the red colonies, the one that enhances magic. Having both a magic inhibitor and a magic activator will be a huge advantage.

"I see. I wonder how long the refinement will take."

"I won't know for sure until I consult with Vinaldira. You should assume that IG-1 went unusually well. Director, will you have the time?"

"After being shown something like this, I'll cooperate as much as you need. If we start cultivating today… ah, but I'm afraid I'm not free the day after tomorrow."

"Work, for a change?"

"I have been summoned by the Royal Palace. His Majesty told me directly the other day, when we went to the First Knight Order's training grounds."

*The terrifying part is that he didn't retort with, "This is my work too." And this is how he talks about an inquiry from the King himself. I'm starting to worry about the old man's ability to protect himself.*

"Please try not to anger the King and get our budget cut."

"Hmph, easy for you to say since it doesn't concern you. …Speaking of the Empire, how are the prisoners of war doing?"

"We're proceeding under the pretext of applying a diluted form of the existing magic inhibitor. We've determined the concentration needed to inhibit the magic circuits on the horse-dragon riders' arms."

"So you're pretending to use an expensive magic inhibitor to treat prisoners, is that it? How ruthless."

"We really are treating them, you know. It seems two of the prisoners avoided having their arms amputated."

*Just as I planned, the red, swollen arms of the horse-dragon riders subsided thanks to the IG-1 ointment. As long as magic doesn't flow through them, the patterns seem to be harmless.*

By the way, I got nothing but sarcasm from Dagobard, who was also present for the treatment. What was that about "It's not like this doesn't concern you"? He sure knows how to make suggestive remarks.
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			Having finished preparing the main culture for the red colony, we said our goodbyes to Fulsy, who was wrestling with noise reduction using IG-1. After getting a vague reply from him, we left the lab.

The evening autumn sky was already dark. As the temperature drops, adjusting the culture conditions becomes that much more difficult. We’ve taken precautions to block the outside air and are being careful with the fireplace, but unlike in my former world, we don’t have incubators to regulate the temperature.

Even a slight drop could cut the growth rate in half, or cause problems like contamination from other bacteria. If magical resistance changed with temperature the way electrical resistance does, I might be able to make a thermometer using that principle, but that seems unlikely.

If that were the case, it should have affected our magical measurements. This experiment wouldn’t have gone so well up to this point. Magic, it’s truly a mysterious power. I can’t help but wonder what kind of knowledge the Empire possesses.

*...I'm already dealing with magical biology, which is completely outside my expertise in every sense. I don't have the luxury of getting bogged down in magical physics, do I?*

"Sorry for keeping you both so late."

I said to Rilka and Noel as we stepped outside together.

"If we don’t help out on this side of things, it’ll be a disaster. Mostly for Mia, that is."

"That’s right, that’s right. Vinder, you work Mia way too hard."

Noel chimed in, agreeing with Rilka’s sarcastic tone. Though I’m pretty sure Noel relies on Mia for her analysis of the magic circles, too. *...And that’s also my fault, isn’t it?*

"I know, but..."

I had no comeback. On top of her secretarial duties for the Vinder Company’s main business, I’d recently made her my proxy and added the out-of-scope task of calculating ballistics for the catapult.

"I almost fainted when I found out what Mia’s salary is, but that’s not the point."

Mia is not a servant. Her income grows in proportion to the profits Vinder earns. In terms of share ratio, she makes the same amount as I do. It’s become a staggering sum, but I’ve never seen her spend any of it on herself. Then again, the same could be said for my father and me.

We just don’t have the time to spend it. I was thinking of having the entire company building rebuilt, but then we ended up taking up temporary residence at the grand ducal estate. Either way, it’s impossible until the war is over.

"It doesn’t matter how much money you have if you work yourself sick."

At Noel’s words, I looked toward the school building. From the courtyard, I could see a light on in the head librarian’s office. Mia tends to try and help me with everything when she’s in the lab, so I’ve had her use the librarian’s office instead. Its rightful owner is staying here overnight, after all.

An image of Mia, alone in the office, writing with charcoal on a slate, floated into my mind.

"The least I can do is go pick her up."

A carriage from the grand ducal estate comes to get us. Having us return separately would be a huge hassle for the guards and everyone else, so we go home together. Our usual meeting spot is the back gate.

"Don’t say something so obvious like it’s some brilliant idea."

As I mulled over the gap between what a normal person considers obvious and what I, a socially awkward person, do, I changed course toward the school building.

"Good. You’re still here."

Dalgan, who was just coming out of the building, spotted me and called out.

"It’s about the culture medium. The batch we made from the first cow is almost gone. You told me to let you know."

"We’ve used a lot of it, after all."

The culture medium I buy from Dalgan is almost entirely biological in origin. That means I have to consider the effects of individual differences between the cows used as ingredients. We’ve been using the IG-1 extracted from one liter of medium as our stock solution, but if the quality of the medium changes, so will the bacteria’s growth rate and the amount of IG-1 it secretes. In other words, batch variation will become too significant to ignore.

"...So, you’re saying I should just make a big batch all at once to even out the differences."

"Yes. If we combine three cows, the differences between each one won’t matter."

"I see. If we coordinate the timing of the processing, we should be able to manage that."

"For aseptic handling and to maintain secrecy, we’ll do the culturing here for the time being. But I’ll have Vinaldira’s company handle the extraction and other processes. It’s fine to have a large quantity. For storage, please concentrate it as much as possible."

"Got it. I’ll let them know."

"Oh, and one more thing..."

I placed an order for medium with the components extracted. The simpler it is, the better it is for purification. I want to find the minimum required components. There’s also the matter of cost.

"Alright. That settles it, then," Dalgan said, having jotted down my order.

"Sorry for all the trouble."

"Don’t worry, you’re paying me well for it. And on paper, it’s a delivery for the Knight Order and the Magic Dormitory. My old man is beaming, calling it an order from Prince Craig and the Great Sage. He’s been bragging about it all over the place, along with my medal."

"That’s great to hear. Ah, sorry. I can’t keep her waiting, so I have to go."

I glanced at the school building and saw that the light in the librarian’s office was now off.

"Can’t keep Mia-chan waiting. You work that girl too hard, you know."

Everyone says the same thing. And since every single one of them is also overworked because of me, I really have no leg to stand on.

"...Once this business with the Empire is over, I’ll make sure she takes a long vacation. At the very least."

I headed for the back gate.

I could hear the sound of carriage wheels receding from beyond the wall. Multiple carriages at this hour. And they were in a real hurry.

"Vi, Vinder!"

As I neared the back gate, Sherry came running up, panting for breath.

"What’s wrong? Is there a problem with the bean paste or the sugar?"

It was the next likely trouble. We were also using highly refined sugar for the culture medium. Its production was already limited, and now there was a sudden surge in demand. There shouldn’t be a sudden spike in orders in times like these, but if it was interfering with her business, I had to deal with it.

"S, suddenly some men came in through the back gate... an, and they took Mia."

"What!?"

For a moment, I couldn’t comprehend what she’d said. Several knights were running toward the back gate. Mia, who was supposed to be waiting there, was nowhere in sight.

◇◇

In a downtown area near the eastern edge of the Royal Capital, the back of a collapsed merchant company building was dim even during the day. A single candle on a long, cracked table illuminated the anxious faces of five men.

"W, what do we do now?"

Unable to bear the silence any longer, one of the men spoke. He had a thin, timid-looking face, utterly out of place in such a setting.

Not too long ago, these men held respectable positions in the Royal Capital. One had been in charge of a shop under Dorefano. Another was an expert in rough business hired by Calest.

"What to do now, you ask? I believe that is my line. I ordered you to make Ricardo Vinder the primary target. Weren’t you all familiar with the inside of the academy?"

Across from the men, a figure stirred in the darkness. At the robed man’s suppressed voice, the thin man flinched and looked down.

"B, back when we were there, there weren’t so many knights on patrol..."

"And that little brat took forever to come out. We were thinking the Grand Duke’s carriage would be here any minute, so we were cutting it really close."

A rugged-looking man with a scar on his cheek said, sounding defensive, as if he had some trauma associated with that very carriage.

"Y, yeah, that’s right. We did our research and found out they were supposed to meet at the back gate... Besides, you’re the one who told us to grab both of them at the last minute. If we’d pushed any further in, we’d be in a cell by now."

The men made excuses one after another. They were trying to reclaim their lost lives. What good were they if they weren’t willing to risk a life or two? The robed man clicked his tongue inwardly.

"We have no choice but to use that girl as bait to lure out Ricardo Vinder. If you can do that, I will forget this failure."

He said suggestively, but his attention was not on the men before him, but on what was behind him. A petite, black-haired girl was tied up there. She was abnormally quiet and docile.

"Th, that’s crazy. We already failed once, they’re bound to be on high alert. And the guards are already..."

Having failed an attack once, it was certain the target would raise their level of caution. But the expiration date on the passage permit provided by their collaborator was fast approaching.

"It is not a problem. If we do not care whether he lives or dies, it will be simple."

*Clink.*

A sound came from the back of the room. The girl had shifted. Seeing the disquiet from the girl who had been so calm despite being captured by a group of strangers, the spy smirked to himself.

There was a reason he had added a target, knowing it was a long shot. His mission, above all, was to seize the source of Vinder’s hidden knowledge.

From that perspective, this girl, Mia, was more than abnormal enough.

According to Lisabet’s information, she was Ricardo’s secretary. That alone gave her value as an information source. What’s more, information from the Second Prince revealed she had a connection to the Chancellor’s secretary. She was also extremely close to the alchemist Noel and the Oracle Princess Alfina.

The deciding factor was the scene at the First Knight Order’s training grounds. It had looked as though the Great Sage and even her supposed master, Ricardo Vinder, were moving at the girl’s direction.

It was strange enough that the heir to a silver merchant company had such a network, but for his mere servant to be on equal footing with the most important figures in the kingdom was an anomaly.

And above all, this girl possessed a slight aptitude for sorcery. It was a trivial amount, but the difference between having it and not was everything.

The man slowly approached the girl. Conscious of the candlelight behind him, he drew a knife.

"Do not scream."

He brought the knife to the girl’s throat for a moment, and after confirming her small nod, he removed her gag.

In truth, his earlier conversation with the men was merely groundwork to extract information from her. It was an act to ensure he followed the unreasonable order to bring her in without a single scratch.

The conditions were like those for kidnapping a beautiful woman. He thought that as long as she could speak, it shouldn’t matter, but he had no choice but to obey the orders of the next emperor.

Of course, there was no need to tell that to his potential target.

"It’s about time you talked. What do you know of Vinder’s secrets? My client is interested in your knowledge. If you can provide the knowledge we seek, you will not be treated poorly. For example..."

With the knife still in his hand, he reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a metal ring.

"This carriage part that the Vinder Company deals in. What is its secret?"

He spun the bearing in front of the girl’s eyes.

"..."

"I see. Then I suppose we will have to go after Ricardo Vinder once more..."

The man in the black robe turned his back to Mia.

"You men, prepare the weapons for the next operation—"

"! ...Please wait."

"What is it?"

The man asked without turning around.

"...Please tell that person... the numbers I am about to say."

A string of numbers spilled from the girl’s lips. They matched the numbers Maytyl had given him up to the third digit. Then came the fourth digit, the fifth...

The robed man decided to leave the Royal Capital.
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			*Thump. Thump.*

I slammed both hands against the door and strained my ears. The approaching footsteps sounded deliberately slow, as if to taunt me.

"What was that carriage just now..."

"It was just a food delivery. I told you I would let you know if anything happened, didn't I?"

Hyde's voice came from the other side of the door. He and his men had been guarding my room in the grand duke's residence day and night.

Of course, their duties included making sure I didn't get out. So much for flawless self-preservation.

"What good is self-preservation if you can't even protect one of your own?"

It had already been five days since Mia was taken. In that time, I hadn't been allowed to take a single step outside the residence. While the others were desperately working to find Mia, I was the only one stuck here, just waiting.

"Calm down. The city guard and many others are looking for her."

The door opened a crack, and Hyde spoke.

"Then instead of watching me sit here safe in the grand duke's residence, you all should be looking for Mia... Sorry."

I knew. It was that kind of thinking that led to this situation. Hyde's duty was to protect me. I should never have been late to that meeting. No, meeting at the back gate was a stupid idea to begin with. I should have chosen the front gate, even if it was a detour.

Fundamentally, we should have stuck together as much as possible. To split up with no sense of the danger... we were as foolish as characters in a horror movie.

"Please be safe..."

I returned to my desk. Scribbled papers were strewn all around it. There was no point in praying. I had to think. I picked up a pen. But no matter how much I wrote, my thoughts refused to fall into order.

◇◇

Another day passed. Everyone from Central Garden had gathered in my room. They had apparently found a trace of the attackers in an abandoned house on the outskirts of the Royal Capital, near one of the city gates.

"Someone connected to Dorefano or Calest, then. Damn it."

"Yes. It was in the back of a ruined shop that Natalie knew about..."

It wasn't just Natalie and Vinaldira. Rilka, Sherry, Dalgan, and Plural had all apparently run themselves ragged, using every connection they could muster.

"According to our information and Giverny's, people of that sort arranged for several carriages," Jean said. Apparently, his father had told him and he had decided to help. He was busy as the son of the Food Guild Master, yet he had taken the time to come.

"According to Duke Grynisias's investigation, one extra travel permit for the east was issued. Permits for the east are supposed to be strictly managed," Alfina said. She had managed to get the Chancellor, the man responsible for the capital's security, to take action. The existence of a permit that shouldn't exist naturally meant one thing.

"The official involved in the permit process... we were able to identify him using the method you suggested, Ricardo-kun."

"That was Mia's achievement, though."

All I had done was remember the statistical analysis I did before on the relationship between rainfall and tax revenue.

Flagrantly cheating on taxes doesn't necessarily mean a person is simply greedy and stupid. It means they likely have a powerful backer, and at the same time, are bound tightly to that backer. In other words, they were people who couldn't leave the declining Second Prince's side even if they wanted to.

"Someone from the Second Prince Faction?" "Yes, from Viscount Sagian's main family line..."

So, it was the Second Prince, Delnius. *I will make him pay.* He probably thought there was no risk in messing with a single commoner, but I was going to teach him a lesson he'd never forget.

"If they went east, it's probably to Kurtheite. Which means Mia... has fallen into the Empire's hands... right?"

I managed to force out the conclusion. All these people were working so desperately for Mia's sake. I was the one who screwed up, I couldn't afford to remain useless.

"Infiltrating Kurtheite to get Mia back would be the fastest and simplest way."

"Now wait a minute..."

"But it's impossible."

I shot down my own idea before Hyde could even finish his protest. It was the option I wanted to choose the most, which was precisely why it was the one I must not choose.

I didn't have those kinds of skills. Neither did Jacob or Remi. *Okay, I'm calm.*

That means this will take time. I have to walk the long, narrow path that leads to Mia's rescue. Thinking about the whole thing at once, I feel like I'm going to lose my mind. I have to break the problem down into manageable chunks. It's what I always do.

First, I need to ensure Mia's immediate safety. Second, I will hit the Empire so hard they'll be forced to return her. Finally, I will get Mia back and simultaneously eliminate any future threats. A three-step plan.

Each step is clear. Now, I just have to use every physically possible means at my disposal to achieve those goals.

"We have to make Mia valuable to the Empire."

"How will you do that?"

"Proposing a trade for Dagobard would be best... but we have no leverage. So, we'll expand the current search for Mia to the area around Kurtheite. We need to demonstrate that the Kingdom is desperately looking for her."

"What if that just makes things worse..."

"It won't."

If the Empire knows about our activities, it's hardly surprising they'd see the Vinder Company as a threat. I should have been their primary target.

But even though I was late, they only took Mia. Of course, kidnapping Mia is easier than kidnapping me. But if that was their plan, there should have been some follow-up. Like using Mia as a hostage to lure me out.

However, the culprits didn't bother with me and returned to Kurtheite. That means they believe they've already achieved their objective. In that case, all I have to do is reinforce that conviction.

"But won't that make it harder to get her back from the Empire?" Luiza asked. The more the Empire realizes Mia's value, the tougher the negotiations will become. That was certainly logical.

"That's why the next step is to push the Empire into a crisis so severe they have no choice but to accept our demands. Specifically, we will deal a decisive blow to the Sorcery Corps, the Empire's most elite unit, stationed in Kurtheite. I have a way."

I will crush the imperials who took Mia. I already have the means to do it.

"If you say you can do it, I'll believe you. But, you know, Prince Craig isn't the one in command of the eastern forces."

"I know. The battle against the Empire must be conducted exactly according to my instructions."

The problem is how to secure the authority *within the Kingdom* to make that happen.

"How in the world will you do that?"

"I'll get someone of higher rank than the Commander of the First Knight Order to approve my plan. No, that's not enough. The soldiers on the ground might resist, and then who knows what will happen. That person has to be there, on-site."

The First Knight Order exists to protect that very person, so it's perfect. It was a logical conclusion. The First...

"I'm just going to make the parent take responsibility for what their child did."

"...Parent?" Luiza looked aghast.

"Of course, it won't be easy. Just getting a meeting is difficult. Which is why I'd like to borrow the connections of a prince, a grand duchess, and while we're at it, a great sage."

"So my 'Great Sage' title is finally good for something," Fulsy grumbled.

"My aunt said she would be returning here soon. She mentioned she has an appointment with you, Ricardo-kun."

Euphillia is coming back to the capital? That's a tremendous help.

"...In that case, you should be able to meet with His Majesty. But how will you persuade him?"

"That won't be a problem. Up to this point, our interests are aligned."

Yes, I was confident about this much. My interests were aligned with the "parent" as well. In fact, the King stood to be the greatest beneficiary.

But from my perspective, just getting Mia back isn't enough. I have to think about what comes after.

The important thing isn't the Empire, who we plan to drive out, but the situation here at home. To be blunt, it's what to do about the Second Prince. Naturally, that damn prince has to disappear from our lives.

It's not because it's the right thing to do. This isn't about how a member of the royal family could sacrifice a citizen for his own selfish desires. That's not the point. This is a simple matter of one man, me, deciding that I will not forgive another man, Delnius.

I don't need remorse or an apology. He'd never offer one, and even if he did, I wouldn't be able to tell if it was genuine. After all, I'm hopeless at reading people.

So, having him disappear from my sight is enough. And I do mean permanently.

But my opponent holds the title of prince. He's like a man dressed in lavish clothes. Even if the person inside is worthless, if you stab him to death, they'll demand you pay for the bloodstained clothes.

Since this touches upon the very authority of the Kingdom, all the contributions we've made are worth nothing as bargaining chips.

"We've done so much for the kingdom, so get rid of one prince for us." An argument like that would never work. If it did, I'd question their sanity.

Ultimately, this is a personal matter. A question of winning or losing. And for that, I need overwhelming leverage.

"There's something I need you and Noel to prepare, Director."

"I'll do anything," Fulsy said.

"Just say the word," Noel added.

The two mages nodded.

"Noel, I want you to get your hands on that metal I mentioned before, the one that conducts a small amount of magic. Sorcery Silver, I believe it was called. Also, I need two of those ballpoint pens. With empty ink cartridges, please."

"I don't really get it, but I understand."

"And what should I do?"

"Director, I need you to create a certain magic circuit for me."

"I'll make whatever you need."

I explained my idea to Fulsy and Noel. They tilted their heads, puzzled by the seemingly meaningless circuit, but they accepted the task without another word.

With that, the plan was set. All that was left was to move forward, one step at a time. To go and bring Mia home.
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			The room was in the most vital section of the royal palace. In other words, it was situated between the audience chamber, the most important facility for the kingdom's governance, and the king's private living quarters.

Two knights from the First Knight Order stood guard before the door. They were likely of a higher rank than the two who had escorted me here. The same crest as the kingdom's flag was embroidered on their capes in gold thread.

Upon entering, a kingdom flag as tall as a man captured my gaze. Before it stood a rosewood desk. Seated there was a man in his mid-forties. Standing beside him was an old man.

For the king's office, it was simpler than I had expected, but it certainly had an air about it. Every single object seemed to exert a palpable pressure. Even for someone with no interest in such things, the atmosphere they emanated was somehow palpable.

The two knights who had been flanking me disappeared behind the door at the Chancellor's signal. That left the king and the Chancellor on their side. On my side, well, Euphillia, Fulsy, and Noel, who Fulsy had dragged along as his assistant, were made to wait in an antechamber, so I was all by myself.

*Oh, well. This is nothing more than a skirmish before the skirmish. If I get tense now, I won't last. The men before me are tools for my objective. And to them, I'm probably a tool as well. So, subjectively speaking, we're on equal footing.*

"Thank you for granting me your time," I said, since the meeting was, strictly speaking, for my convenience.

"It has been some time since the dragon subjugation... no, you were present at that conference as well, were you not," the king said. His tone could be called magnanimous for someone whose office had just been brazenly entered by an upstart. His words, at least. The king spread three letters across the thick tabletop of his desk.

" 'I guarantee with all my honor that this man's plan is essential to defeating the Empire.' All three have the exact same wording. The Sage's adds an abrupt note that he is considering retirement, as he can no longer fight the ravages of time. Furthermore, a message has arrived from the Oracle Princess through the Grand Cathedral. To summarize, she cannot be held responsible for the prophesied calamity if you are not involved..."

I hadn't heard the contents of the letters of introduction, but they were far more extreme than I'd imagined. *Hey, now. This makes it look like I'm using three royals and the Grand Sage as leverage to pressure him. No wonder Euphillia and Fulsy were made to wait in the antechamber.*

"As we are troubling Your Majesty, I believe we must ensure certain victory," I declared.

The Chancellor's eyes narrowed for a moment at my words. Using a phrase like "certain victory" was the height of regret. I felt like a con man.

*Ah, was it because I spoke of the king's departure for the front as if it were a foregone conclusion? This is bad. Am I flustered? I'm getting way ahead of myself.*

"The Imperial army in Kurtheite is intensifying its offensive. The other day, a county to the north of Grynisias fell. Time is of the essence, Ricardo Vinder. Explain your plan at once," the Chancellor said.

"The Empire's greatest advantage is its sorcery, which allows them to attack with precision from a far greater distance than the Kingdom. However, with the tactics we have prepared for this occasion, we can neutralize the enemy's sorcery before we even enter their range."

"..."

"Continue," the king was silent. I couldn't read his reaction from his expression. The Chancellor prompted me to go on.

"First, for our attack, we will use catapults, which have a longer range than bows. This will overturn our disadvantage in range. And the projectiles launched by the catapults will contain a substance that acts on magic, developed under the direction of Grand Sage Fulsy, who waits in the antechamber. This will inhibit the activation of the Empire's sorcery. Once we crush their advantage, the rest should be a matter of morale and troop numbers."

"..."

"On the battlefield, are catapults truly accurate enough to hit their targets with such precision?"

"In that regard, Sir Fabius, the man in charge of the catapults, will provide a demonstration."

I pointed toward the balcony. The calculations Mia had left in the director's office had been interrupted by the man's son who was here now, but she had finished them just in time. As for the contents of the projectiles, Vinaldira and I had gone through much trial and error.

From the office, we could look down upon the First Knight Order's training grounds, where two catapults had been prepared. When I gave the signal from the balcony, the old knight Fabius and his subordinates, who had been readying the catapults, turned to face us. When the king raised his hand, Fabius led them in a deep, unified bow.

"Indeed. It is quite impressive," the king remarked. The ordinary stone shots and the pots filled with oil all landed within the target, a circle ten meters in diameter, four hundred meters away.

"This is the fruit of the labors of Sir Fabius, who has faithfully served his duty for many long years. And, if I may be so bold, it is also the result of mathematical calculations devised by a member of my company. The contents of the projectiles were developed with the cooperation of the Natoas Company. Upon our victory, I humbly request that they might receive Your Majesty's words of praise directly."

I bowed my head deeply to the king, who had finally shown a reaction. It was also to hide my own expression. Incidentally, Natoas was Vinaldira's family company.

"Of course. Merit will be rewarded."

"Thank you. It shall be the honor of a lifetime. Now, regarding the actual effect of those projectiles, an explanation from the Grand Sage himself would be more appropriate."

I requested that Fulsy be summoned. I, who could not use magic, couldn't give a demonstration, and Fulsy himself had insisted on doing it.

"...And that is all. The formulaic density of the Empire's sorcery is overwhelming. But that, conversely, enhances the effectiveness of this method," Fulsy said after entering the room. He had barely offered a greeting before taking out a simple magic circuit made by Noel from sorcery gold. Incidentally, though only Fulsy was supposed to have been summoned, Noel and even Euphillia had walked in with him as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"You seem quite hale and hearty. It appears too soon for you to retire," the king said with a hint of sarcasm.

"Not at all. I am only able to manage thanks to my excellent young assistants. One is Noel, here with me, but I would very much like you to praise the other one as well."

Fulsy countered the king's sarcasm with a demand of his own. *Between the threat of retirement in the letter and this, is this old man even more audacious than I am? Please stay calm.*

"However, to use this strategy, we must lure the Imperial army to a location that is optimal for us," I added. In other words, we need you as a decoy.

"...I see. I understand the plan. Indeed..." The king finally looked at me properly. "It is worthy of the unanimous endorsement of our kingdom's most influential figures."

Our presentation was over. Still, the king did not speak of leading the army himself.

"Grynisias, what are your thoughts? Your policy was to wait for the Empire's magic supply to reach its limit, was it not?"

"Yes. Based on our past trade, I have made an albeit imprecise estimate of the Empire's magic crystal production capacity. I have also confirmed that the frequency of their supply runs to Kurtheite is trending downward. In time, the Imperial army's magic reserves will dwindle. I believed we should hold out until then. However, the Empire's recent offensive deviates significantly from these figures. According to Tembelg's report, the enemy has assigned a large number of defenders to Tuvil Mountain. Furthermore, a re-analysis of the Empire's coded documents suggests traces of their interest in Tuvil Mountain, even more so than in Kurtheite. We must conclude that the Imperial army has some other means of supply."

Their targeting of Kurtheite wasn't just for a surprise attack, they had another objective. Considering Dagobard's fixation when the dragon attacked Kurtheite, they must have been aiming for it for quite some time.

I didn't know what it was. Fulsy predicted it was highly likely to be related to the Empire's special magic crystals.

"In other words, the Empire plans to occupy Kurtheite for the long term and continue its encroachment upon the kingdom," the king said.

"I am forced to conclude that the danger of that is high."

"Hmm." The king struck a thoughtful pose.

"With all due respect, Grynisias is my domain. I shall accompany Your Majesty as well," the Chancellor offered.

"If you leave as well, Grynisias, who will defend the Royal Capital? Should the enemy have forces to spare, they could strike at the capital directly next."

"Indeed. We have the Grand Duke of Kurtheite, who was suspected of treason..." Euphillia began to speak. I glanced at the king's face. No change.

"...residing in the capital. If I may be so bold, please entrust the defense of the Royal Capital to me, Euphillia."

Euphillia finished. The king tilted his head.

"With Imperial forces in Caselle, the Grand Duchess, the cornerstone of the west, will be in the Royal Capital for an extended period?"

"You need not worry. Prince Craig is also holding Caselle. Furthermore, I have taken every measure to unify the western lords. I promise you, the west will not waver even if I leave Bertold. From the Royal Capital, I shall guard against not only a surprise attack from the Empire, but also keep a close watch on the discontented remnants of the Grand Duke of Kurtheite's faction."

I needed someone to keep a close watch on the "remnants" of the Grand Duke of Kurtheite while I was away. It was all according to our plan, but her choice of words was more extreme than I'd expected. Even for the Grand Duchess of the west, who, unlike her eastern counterpart, had successfully defended her own lands, wasn't that going a bit too far?

"...I see."

A silence fell over the office. The already heavy air grew even heavier with pressure. The king's expression remained unchanged. He looked from his trusted confidant to his sister, and back again.

"Very well. I shall personally lead the army and drive the Empire out."

Everyone bowed their heads deeply. Staring at the carpet, I finally let out a breath. I couldn't afford to relax after clearing just one preliminary battle, but I had overcome this hurdle.

◇◇

"Thank you for your cooperation," I said, bowing to Fulsy and Euphillia once we returned to the antechamber. I wanted to thank Noel as well, but for some reason, she had rushed to the lavatory.

"Are you sure it was alright to be so forceful?" I asked. Both of them made complicated faces.

"...We thought it would be better if we acted a little unreasonably," Euphillia said.

"Indeed," Fulsy agreed.

What was that about? I didn't get it. I was calm, wasn't I? I made an effort to see the king as nothing but a tool from start to finish. It was an application of modern knowledge. "Think of the customer as a potato."

Well, when I considered whether that was appropriate for an audience of one, I suppose it might have been questionable.
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			"The enemy army has appeared across the river."

I saw a knight wearing the mantle of a liaison officer rush into the large pavilion where the kingdom's flag fluttered. Excusing myself to Fulsy, I stepped out of the carriage.

The sky was a clear autumn blue, with the wind blowing slightly from the east.

Two enormous catapults flanked the carriage, with a third positioned a short distance away. The old knight Fabius was shouting orders to his men. Looking ahead, I could see cavalry and infantry units lined up in neat formations.

From our position at the kingdom's main camp, a grassy plain stretched eastward until it met a small river. The bridge that had once spanned it was already destroyed.

On the other side of that river, a host of black flags was massing. I extended my senses further east. Though blocked by the forest, I knew Kurtheite was there, where Mia was likely waiting.

According to our scouts, the Imperial army numbered around eight thousand. Their main force, the sorcery unit, consisted of over one hundred and fifty mages. Considering the troops needed to garrison Kurtheite and other occupied territories, it seemed they had committed their entire mobile force to this battle.

Our own forces numbered just over fifteen thousand, combining the Royal Guard led by the king himself from the capital and the First Knight Order, which had been confronting the Empire in the Grynisias Ducal Territory. The duke's castle was apparently all but empty.

On this flat terrain, we had nearly double their numbers. Yet, the Imperial army's formation across the river showed no signs of wavering. In contrast, the moment our soldiers saw the black flags, they grew fearful. Many of the men here had faced the Empire before. The terror of being relentlessly battered by fireballs from a distance must be ingrained in them. Incidentally, the shields they carried were painted green. It was, in the truest sense, just green dye. We hadn't been able to produce enough IG-1 for that many shields, even if it was mass-producible.

I brought my gaze back to my immediate surroundings. As expected, the knights near the headquarters stood tall and straight. *With the king present, they can't afford to look pathetic, can they?*

"Ricardo Vinder."

Tembelg, commander of the First Knight Order, approached on horseback. The shield he carried was painted green. This one was the real deal.

"Your selection of the battlefield and your luring of the enemy here. Impressive work."

Though we had the ultimate lure in the king, Tembelg's efforts were likely a major reason we could set the stage for battle in this specific location. All I did was specify the terrain necessary to use *that*.

"You'd better be prepared for the consequences if this doesn't go as you've said. We will only follow your orders up to that line."

Tembelg's riding crop pointed to a tree standing just short of the river. If the enemy got any closer than that, their magic would reach our headquarters. Therefore, if that line was breached, Tembelg intended to retreat.

"I understand. More importantly, I'm counting on you for that other matter."

"I just need to ensure the words you told me reach the enemy commander, correct?"

"Yes."

The Imperial army's formation was complete. It was a long rectangle, with a group in distinctive robes holding short staves in the center rear. Infantry surrounded them in a U-shape, with cavalry units on the left and right flanks. There were no horse-dragons. Looking closely, I saw the front-line infantry carrying what looked like sandbags. It seemed they had also come prepared.

Tembelg headed for the front line, while I moved back toward the catapults. There were three in total, two brought from the Royal Capital and one procured from Grynisias Castle. The individual differences between them were too great, so only the two from the capital could be used with ballistic calculations. For the third one, relying on Fabius's experience and intuition would yield a higher hit rate.

"How are the preparations?" I asked the old knight.

"I am endeavoring to keep them... business as usual."

Fabius's stern face relaxed just a fraction. The outcome of today's battle rested squarely on his shoulders. If we didn't win, there would be no post-war negotiations to speak of.

◇◇

The Imperial army began to move. They looked formidable indeed. *Zah, zah, zah, zah.* The sheer presence of the massive force approaching with synchronized steps was frightening. Even knowing we had superior numbers, it was terrifying in a way completely different from facing a giant dragon.

Upon reaching the river, the Imperial vanguard started tossing sandbags into the narrowest part of the channel, to the left and right of the bridge's wreckage. I saw Fulsy nod from the carriage and gave the signal to Fabius.

*Daaaan! Shurushurushuruuuu.*

Stone projectiles launched from the catapults, arcing down toward the Imperial infantry who were trying to build a sandbag bridge. Despite it not being a flat training ground, the projectiles seemed to be drawn right into the enemy's cluster. But then...

*Hyun... Hyun, hyun...*

*...Gan, gagan!!*

A flash of light erupted from the Empire's rear guard, and three fireballs shot upward. The balls of flame collided precisely with the three stone projectiles, knocking them aside in a shower of sparks. With a series of splashes, the deflected stones fell into the river. The enemy soldiers, who had paused their work for only a moment, resumed their task.

*Incredible. Their projectiles flew in an almost straight line. Even if our range is longer, it's meaningless if they can do that.*

"This is the best-case scenario we predicted. We can proceed with Plan 2."

I sent a signal to Fulsy. Ceramic pots, painted with a green polka-dot pattern of IG-1, were loaded onto the left and right catapults. The only difference between them was that the right pot was marked with an 'I', and the left with an 'E'.

While this was happening, the Imperial army finished their sandbag bridge. Their infantry crossed one after another, forming a vanguard on the plains, on the same side of the river as us. *They don't seem to mind having their backs to the water. I suppose it's because unless they cross the river, we won't be in their range, and once they get close enough, they can do as they please from outside our own range.*

Then, finally, the robed mages began to move. They gathered in an oval shape behind the sandbags, preparing to cross.

I raised my hand. Tembelg's knight order began to advance. And Fabius cut the catapults' ropes.

*Dodododod.*

*Daaaan! Shurushurushuruuuu.*

Two ceramic pots flew through the air, soaring over the charging cavalry. They traced a much higher parabolic arc than the stone projectiles from before. It must have been an easy target for the enemy. Just as they began their descent from their highest point, they were intercepted by wavering red fireballs.

The fireballs shattered upon impact with the ceramic pots. In the next instant, the pots themselves broke apart with a crash.

The oil-and-water mixture that had been inside was flung out, raining down upon the sorcery unit along with shards of pottery and the small stones used for agitation. A fine mist of oily droplets descended upon them, green from the right pot and red from the left.

*Daaaan! Shurushurushuruuuu.*

*Doooooooon!!!*

A stone projectile slammed into the Imperial soldiers who had just finished crossing the river, mowing down several of them. There was no interception.

"The enemy's magic signature has been halved, no, it's even lower!" Fulsy shouted from the carriage.

Even from here, I could see the chaos among the robed group in the enemy's rear guard. They were desperately rubbing at their arms. *As if oil-based ink comes off that easily.*

In the center of the mages, a small female sorcerer was giving orders. *So that's their commander.* Under her direction, the sorcery unit began to regain its composure. The next thing they would do is...

*Boff. Bo, bon!!*

Several flames erupted on the enemy's left flank. Mages whose robes had caught fire were screaming. Around them, other mages clutched their arms.

"Their magic went haywire just as I'd hoped. What a shame," I said to Fulsy, who had stepped out of the carriage.

"...A proper mage would not stand for such a tactic," Fulsy said, giving me a reproachful look. Well, this was the result of me trying to figure out how to disrupt the flow of magic as much as possible. *You can walk carefully down a road full of potholes, but you can't do the same on a road where potholes and protrusions are placed at random.*

"But I have no sympathy for the Empire that kidnapped Mia," he added.

"Exactly. Let's have them be thoroughly crushed."

The cavalry corps closed in on the confused enemy vanguard. In their center, a spear pointed toward the heavens.

"The enemy's magic is lost! There is nothing to fear! Advance, advance, advaaance!"

With Tembelg at its heart, the Knight Order crashed into the enemy army. A few pathetic fireballs flew toward them, only to be blocked by the green shields of the vanguard.

Another volley of unintercepted stone projectiles flew into the enemy ranks. While their effect against several thousand soldiers was limited, it must have been a great shock to take damage from an attack they thought harmless, especially while being charged by knights.

The First Knight Order scattered the faltering enemy infantry and cut deep into their lines. I saw the first of the knights cross the bridge the enemy had built. *It seems we've won.*

Now, all that's left is to pray my message gets delivered properly.
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			East of the river, in the Imperial army's encampment.

"The Mage Corps will reorganize into three ranks immediately after crossing the river. Ensure sufficient spacing. Execute a wave attack with Calidus Stūre on the charging Kingdom cavalry. Once you've halted the enemy's advance, move forward with the vanguard. The cavalry on the flanks will check the enemy's flanking maneuvers."

Maytyl's calm orders were relayed to each unit.

"The accuracy of their catapults was indeed impressive. I felt a slight trace of magic. To think they can track the trajectory with such a minute amount, the Kingdom's measurement techniques are truly excellent. However, their numbers are insignificant."

"Yes. Up to this point, everything has been just as that girl informed us," said Berit, who stood at Maytyl's left.

"Then there's that green shield. Judging by the color, I wonder if it's the new magic-inhibiting substance she mentioned."

"She said it was found in trace amounts in the soil of the Red Forest. If that's true, there's no way they could have prepared such a quantity in such a short time. We cannot be certain that girl is telling the truth," Crenne said in a firm voice from Maytyl's right.

"Heh. Crenne, you were displeased that I was so engrossed in my mathematical discussions with that girl, weren't you?"

"...That's not it. I am merely urging caution."

"I know. That's precisely why I had them form three ranks, so we could respond. If the first rank is blocked, the second and third will attack simultaneously. After that, we advance until the enemy headquarters is within range. We'll focus our attack on that needlessly large banner. That should settle this tiresome battle."

A messenger arrived from the vanguard.

"Movement from the enemy catapults."

"Still not learning their lesson, are they? Respond as before. The first and second ranks of one hundred mages will prepare for the enemy knight's charge, while the flanking platoons of the third rank will intercept. The remainder of the third rank will maintain their aim on the knight order. Open fire as soon as they are in range."

At Maytyl's command, five mages on each flank of the rear legion raised their magic staves toward the sky. They rolled up their sleeves, and the exposed magic seals began to glow.

Red magical light extended from their arms to their staves. A band of light appeared around each staff, spiraling toward the tip as it converged.

A faint ringing filled the air. A chill touched her skin. A ball of red flame materialized at the end of each staff. The next moment, the fiery projectiles, having stolen the heat from the surrounding air, were launched toward the enemy munitions flying through the sky.

"That reaction just now...?"

The moment the Spiral Flame hit the enemy projectile, Maytyl saw the fire scatter in an unnatural way. An instant later, there was a sharp cracking sound as the projectile burst. Along with the shattered fragments, a liquid rained down upon Maytyl and her troops.

Maytyl instinctively covered her face with her hands. When she wiped her cheek, a thin green line, as fine as a needle, stretched across her fingertips.

"Acid...? No, it's not. Is it oil?"

Ignoring Crenne who was frantically wiping her face with a cloth, she rubbed her fingers together. She felt no physical pain or discomfort.

"What can they do with such a small amount of oil? No, the reaction to the Spiral Flame just now... and this color."

Maytyl's mind raced.

"The enemy knight order is approaching. The third enemy catapult is moving."

"Proceed with the original orders."

At the aide's command, the soldiers raised their magic staves. Over a hundred staves turned forward, taking aim at the charging cavalry. The mages had recovered from their confusion in an instant. But what was supposed to happen did not. The surge of magic around her failed to materialize.

"The magic seals won't activate!"

A voice like a scream rang out. The next moment, a stone projectile crashed into their ranks. Fortunately, the aim was off, but the infantry surrounding the Mage Corps was blown away.

Maytyl hurriedly looked at her own arm. She could see that the flow of magic was being blocked in various places. It was clearly the work of the green dye she had just been showered with.

The mages desperately wiped at their arms. Maytyl, too, tried to wash it off with the water she was given. But the small amount of pigment that had soaked into their skin was powerfully inhibiting the flow of magic.

"Magus, your orders."

"A magic inhibitor, and so potent in such small amounts. Switch the magic crystals to crimson. Increase the magic pressure and activate the seals."

At Maytyl's command, the mages took out new magic crystals.

The knight order was drawing closer. Magic flowed from the arms of the Mage Corps to their staves. The flow of magic in the area began to intensify. They had made it in time. Maytyl also raised her magic staff. Her target was the knight in the conspicuously magnificent armor at the enemy's center.

But the next instant, the surrounding magic was thrown into chaos again. Maytyl instinctively weakened her own magic.

"H-Hey, what are you doing?" "It's no use. G-Get away!"

The next moment, a flash of light erupted in front of Maytyl. She thought it was an enemy magic attack, but what she saw was one of her own mages, smoke rising from their staff.

"Why is it coming this way? Aaargh!"

Another mage launched a Spiral Flame in a completely wrong direction. A mage was struck by an ally's Spiral Flame.

"Guh, my arm..."

"What's happening, I can't control the magic seal!"

That wasn't all. Many mages clutched their arms and crumpled to the ground. The only ones who succeeded in activating their staves as Maytyl had instructed were the three platoons positioned at the far left of each rank.

Maytyl peered at her own arm. The flow of magic was a complete mess. It was cut off in some places, while in others, an excessive amount of magic flowed. And places that should not have been connected were now linked.

Looking closely, she saw that the enemy's liquid on her arm was two colors, green and red. Maytyl finally realized the enemy's diabolical craftiness.

"They scattered two types of catalysts separately, one to inhibit magic and one to amplify it."

Simply having her magic flow inhibited would have been controllable. But to have contradictory effects applied completely at random was beyond the cognitive capacity of a mage to control.

Even so, how did they create two types of magic catalysts that could produce such an effect in such small quantities...?

"Magus, your orders. Magus!"

"Wait. Let's see, considering the nature of this attack... if we wash it off with alcohol or oil..."

Just as Maytyl arrived at a solution, the enemy cavalry slammed into their vanguard. Behind them, a sea of enemy infantry was visible.

"We won't make it in time. We must retreat. The cavalry will destroy the bridge with the battering ram. Escort the Magus to Kurtheite!" Berit shouted, sending orders to the cavalry units on the flanks.

"The mages who successfully activated their staves, follow me."

Crenne gathered the mages on the left flank who had somehow managed to recover.

Maytyl was dragged back across the bridge they had just crossed. The four horse-dragon riders at the head of the column, who had been transporting the improved battering ram, began to pull it forward. The golden stake, though a size smaller than what a horse-dragon would typically use, was improved to rotate at a much higher speed as it was driven into the sandbags.

The battering ram blew away the sandbag bridge, along with the enemy knights who were on it. The less than twenty mages led by her aide used the river as a shield and unleashed their Spiral Flames. Enemy knights who tried to leap over the destroyed bridge were sent flying.

The enemy faltered for a moment. The remaining cavalry units that had been positioned on the flanks approached the Mage Corps. The mages were picked up one after another by the cavalry. Still in a state of confusion, Maytyl too was pulled onto the horse of a cavalry captain.

However, the enemy's reserve cavalry was entering the river, and just behind them, a horde of enemy infantry was closing in. Ignoring their own fleeing infantry, the enemy pressed toward the robed legion.

As the horse galloped away, Maytyl looked back to see Crenne's unit on the riverbank being surrounded by the enemy. Mages who were too slow to escape were cut down by enemy blades or struck by spears one after another.

"To the enemy commander. Ricardo Vinder is prepared to negotiate. I repeat. Ricardo Vinder is prepared to negotiate."

The voice of the knight who seemed to be the commander, the one Maytyl had tried to shoot down earlier, reached her back as she fled.

"Ricardo Vinder... so that's the answer, isn't it?"

◇◇

West of the river, in the Kingdom's main camp.

The king stood with the royal banner fluttering behind him in the tent, while Tembelg and Fabius stood at attention before him. Tembelg was being bestowed a sword from the king, and Fabius a helmet.

Over a hundred of the Empire's mages, their main force, had been killed or taken prisoner. Tembelg's report stated that fewer than fifty had managed to escape. Their objective, to reduce the number of mages at all costs, had been achieved. He also added that the enemy infantry who had fled across the river, soaked to the bone, had also suffered no small number of casualties.

"Are you really going yourself...?" Fulsy asked.

"Yes. Once they know the negotiator is a Vinder, they'll realize Mia is a valuable bargaining chip."

The next thing to fear is the Imperial army lashing out in anger after their defeat. Besides, who else could negotiate Mia's return? I looked at the Kingdom's headquarters, which was jubilant with victory, with cold eyes.

*This is where it truly begins. This battle was just a prelude to 'my' negotiations. I'll give them credit, though. Thanks to their struggle, the preparations were made perfectly.*

"I understand that, but..."

Fulsy glanced toward the tent as well.

"Let alone the Empire, if by some chance His Majesty gets any strange ideas, I won't be able to stop him alone."

"Well, I have no intention of making a bad deal, not for the Kingdom and certainly not for the Empire."

"A business deal, you say..."

Fulsy looked at me with an exasperated expression.

"Yes. I'm a merchant, after all. First, I need to hear the wishes of my clients, the king and the chancellor. That reminds me, Director, is that 'thing' ready?"

If these are my negotiations, then I need my own bargaining chips.
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			"The plan to advance our forces on Kurtheite shall proceed as proposed by the commander of the First Knight Order."

"Yes, Your Majesty. I will begin preparations immediately."

At the King's words, Marquis Tembelg turned toward the tent's entrance. As he left, he shot a glance at the out of place commoner who remained.

Left in the tent were the King and the Chancellor, with knights guarding them on either side. And then there was Fulsy and me. *It's a ridiculously easy game of 'spot the odd one out'. Of course, I'm not talking about the one vegetable mixed in with the fruits.*

"Well then, shall we consider the terms to be delivered to the Imperial commander in Kurtheite?"

"Grynisias. Before that, there is something I must confirm."

The King looked at me.

"You foresaw the Empire's declaration of war, defeated their horse-dragons, and this time, you broke their sorcery. To be honest, I found your previous deeds hard to believe, but having witnessed this with my own eyes, I must conclude they are fact."

*The old bulleted-list trick. When you put it like that, I sound like some grand national hero. I'm at the level where the reward would be so great they'd just kill me to avoid paying. A form of bankruptcy, you could say. The worst kind, where the one who gets defaulted on is the one who also loses his life.*

"The one who predicted the Empire's intent to invade was the great sage who measured the magic veins. The one who defeated the horse-dragons was the valiant Prince Craig. And this latest victory was thanks to the efforts of the First Knight Order and Your Majesty's divine authority."

"What is it that you desire?"

My words were completely ignored.

"It is as I said just a moment ago. My greatest wish is for you to appoint me as the envoy to Kurtheite."

*I just want to start the negotiations to get Mia back as soon as possible.*

"You surely do not mean for us to grant you the authority of a plenipotentiary, to decide all matters of negotiation with the Empire," the Chancellor said.

"Well, it would be nice if that were possible, but it's not, is it?"

*If I could negotiate a deal like, "I'll give you the king if you give me Mia," this would all be so much easier. Not that I'd actually do it, of course. It would be a catastrophe if the Second Prince inherited the throne. Besides, I fully intend to make the Empire take responsibility for their actions.*

"I am merely a messenger. I will take our proposal, explain it to them, and bring back their answer. That is the extent of my role."

That's what I told them. The "official" negotiations between the Kingdom and the Empire can be handled by you guys. I'll just piggyback on that and do what I need to do.

"Given your achievements, I would not be surprised if you demanded Kurtheite for yourself."

This was a negotiation to end a war between nations. In this situation, the only way to prioritize the safety of a single girl was to make such a demand. And what's more, my actual demand was far greedier.

"Well... if I had to name another, I would, but I'd like to hear what you plan to demand from the Empire first," I said.

I was an amateur when it came to diplomatic negotiations. I had my own ideas, of course, but it was pointless to talk without seeing the baseline proposal from the professionals.

The Chancellor placed a piece of paper on the table.

・ The Empire will promptly withdraw from all occupied territories of the Kingdom.

・ The Empire will pay the Kingdom reparations of 50,000 gold coins.

・ Ransoms for prisoners of war will be negotiated separately.

・ Regarding future trade, the Kingdom will hand over its exports only after the Empire's imports have arrived, until such a time as trust is restored.

The first point was, by far, the most important. The recovery of our territory. The second was compensation for war damages. *One gold coin is about 100,000 yen, so that's 5 billion yen, huh. Less than I expected. No, considering the scale of this world's economy, it's probably reasonable.*

The real key, however, was likely the third point, which was slipped in so casually. We had many prisoners valuable to the Empire, such as their horse-dragon riders and mages. And they were, in themselves, the enemy's weapons.

Personally, I wanted to delay the recovery of the Empire's military strength by returning them bit by bit in exchange for magic crystals and sorcery gold. I imagine that's why it was designated for separate negotiation.

The fourth point was about skewing trade conditions in the Kingdom's favor. And it touched upon food, which was essential for the Empire.

It seemed like a well-crafted set of terms. The first point was an absolute condition, in a class of its own. With the second, they would take what they could get to cover our own emergency expenses. Then, while watching the enemy's reaction, they would bleed them dry over time with the third point. The fourth point, the threat of withholding food, would keep the enemy from betraying them.

I looked at the King, and he was nodding. These terms were likely based on something like a market rate, calculated from negotiation records of wars up to fifty years ago. It was a reasonable line, perhaps even generous for a country that had been unilaterally invaded.

But in my estimation, even this would be harsh for the Empire. After all, unlike the Kingdom, where the war ends once the Empire withdraws, the Empire is constantly at war with monsters.

So, I said to the two of them, "Is this all you're asking for?"

"Oh. So you have other demands," the King responded. He was sharp. This was related to the "other reward" I'd mentioned earlier.

"Yes. I'd like to add two more. First, that the Kingdom gains territory on the other side of the great river. Second, that a person versed in Imperial sorcery, preferably a member of the imperial family, comes to the Kingdom as a hostage."

"...What?"

The Chancellor was speechless at my words. The King's eyes widened.

"The Empire would never accept such outrageous terms."

"Though we were victorious in both the east and west, we have not set a single foot into Imperial territory. No country would agree to cede land under those circumstances."

They both refuted it. From a normal perspective, they were right. Even a proposal to redraw the border along the occupied territories would normally involve returning some of the land to save face for the other side. Yet here I was, demanding they hand over land when we hadn't taken a single inch of Imperial soil.

From their perspective, their response would likely be, "If you think you can take it, then try."

"We were victorious this time, but overall, the Empire's sorcery technology far surpasses the Kingdom's. It's safe to assume they will have countermeasures next time for the pollen that defeated the horse-dragons and the liquid catalyst rounds that neutralized their mages. Furthermore, the Empire deliberately deployed their horse-dragons and mages separately this time. This was likely born from the belief that they held overwhelming military superiority over the Kingdom, and by attacking from east and west simultaneously, they thought they could overwhelm us and secure a swift victory. Setting aside whatever is on Tuvil Mountain, that is. But next time, they will undoubtedly attack with horse-dragons and mages working in concert."

At my words, the King and Chancellor looked at Fulsy. Fulsy nodded.

"That is precisely why we must not push them too far..."

"Whether we push them or not, the enemy will attack if they are able. They will continue to do so until they have secured a stable food supply."

The Empire's biggest problem was securing food. The fourth term, "We don't trust you anymore, so from now on, you'll listen to our terms on trade," was a perfectly natural demand from the Kingdom's perspective.

However, it only reinforced the Empire's motivation for war, as it meant the Kingdom held the power of life and death over them through food.

"The most important thing for the Empire is securing food. Therefore, in this new territory, we will build a city to mediate trade with the Empire. Though at first, it will likely be little more than a warehouse and a trading post. In other words, we shift the transactions from being state-led to being between merchants. When merchants deal directly with one another, the speed of transactions, the volume, and the fairness of prices can be improved. Above all, it's transparent. It will put the Empire at ease."

Just preventing a situation like, "As a result of some opaque power struggle deep within the enemy's royal court, it has suddenly been decided that our people will starve this year," would be meaningful enough.

"Even if we were to make the Empire cede territory, we would be unable to manage it," the King said. He made a good point. There was no way we could manage land where monsters were a constant threat. At worst, the administrative costs could bankrupt the Kingdom. Then, the Empire would invade the Kingdom under the noble cause of reclaiming their occupied land. Riding the momentum of retaking the new territory, the Empire would cross the river. The end.

"Regarding that, it relates to the other wish I mentioned. If I can get the Empire to accept this proposal, I would like you to entrust the management of that land to me. I have a plan for how to manage it."

"Hoh."

The King got a look on his face that said, *So you've finally shown your true colors.*

"Land on the other side of the great river would require a governor with considerable discretion. Come to think of it, Duke Fellbach's predecessor was a Margrave, was he not?"

"...That's not what I mean."

I had heard that the Fellbachs were originally an independent power between the Empire and the Kingdom, but I didn't know there was a title like Margrave. I see, so they were elevated to Duke in exchange for stripping them of that kind of authority.

*Margrave... sounds kind of cool. No, no, I don't need something as troublesome and restrictive as a noble title.*

"The territory itself can be under the direct control of the royal family. All I want is to be entrusted with the management of the city that will eventually be built there as a special commercial zone, something like what was approved in Bertold. Of course, a mere silver-ranked company like Vinder cannot handle such a burden alone. It would be a joint effort with Kenwell, the head of the Food Guild, and the Giverny Company for transportation. And, of course, my status would remain that of a mere merchant."

The King and the Chancellor both stared at me with expressions of utter incomprehension.

"What will you do if the Empire refuses? We cannot allow negotiations with the Empire to stall over your personal stubbornness."

The Chancellor, as if pulling himself together, posed the question.

"I'll withdraw my demands. Then it will just become Your Excellency the Chancellor's proposal," I said.

The Chancellor and the King exchanged glances. Then, they nodded to each other.

"Very well. We will add your demands."

They were probably thinking that it was impossible anyway, so it might as well serve as a good bluff. It would also count as giving me a reward for my achievements. After all, if I failed to obtain my desired reward, the fault would lie with me for failing the negotiation.

It was what you would call a phantom reward.

*They don't have to tell me. I'll settle this score myself. With both sides.*

◇◇

"What sort of madness are ye contemplating?" Fulsy asked me as I stepped out of the tent. The word "madness" was, in a way, surprising. This wasn't a proposal that would work just by being crazy.

"At this point, if we don't do something crazy, we can't ensure our own safety. It would be unbearable to rescue Mia only to be targeted by both the Kingdom and the Empire. Now then, how is that thing coming along? The negotiations with them depend on it."

As usual, I had only provided the idea, leaving the production to Fulsy and Noel. I had specifically asked them not to tell me the details.

"We managed to finish it. As usual, your idea was mind-boggling, but the device itself is little more than a toy."

Fulsy took a wooden box from his pocket. He opened it to reveal a single silver plate and two pens inside. Yeah, this probably didn't look very convincing as the tool I was going to use to seize Imperial territory and a royal hostage.

Though, in truth, even that was only half right.

"The rest depends on the caliber of the Imperial princess who kidnapped Mia."

I hoped she was someone who could grasp my kind of knowledge. I wasn't expecting another Fulsy, of course.
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			The guest room of the Grand Duke of Kurtheite was needlessly opulent. When I opened the door, the first thing I saw was my secretary, a girl with black pigtails, standing between one woman with dark purple hair and another with light purple hair.

"Mia…"

Seeing Mia standing on her own two feet, I somehow kept my knees from buckling. Mia’s eyes widened when she saw me, too. *Well, of course I’d take a risk like this for her.*

"So you really came yourself. Ricardo Vinder, the kingdom’s mastermind."

The girl with light purple hair, sitting to Mia’s left at the center of the table, spoke up. I had heard she was young, and she truly was. The one to Mia’s right, by the way, was Princess Lisabet. She looked away from me with an awkward expression. Just as I expected, she resented me.

"What’s this about a mastermind? I’ve only come on behalf of the Vinder Company to ask for the return of an important business partner."

I said this while looking at Mia. Her expression was a mixture of troubled and exasperated. She was probably wondering what on earth I was doing. Then again, for me, this was perhaps a bit reckless, disregarding my own safety.

"Oh? So you’re not here to negotiate on behalf of the kingdom?"

"That’s a secondary matter."

I said with a straight face. This was the moment of truth. I have my priorities in order. After all, the Vinder Company won’t collapse if I’m gone, but it will without Mia.

◇◇

After that battle, the Imperial army had abandoned all occupied territories except for Kurtheite and the northern escape route, concentrating all its forces there. The kingdom, while liberating the area around Grynisias, had closed in on Kurtheite. The king and the chancellor had not returned to the Royal Capital, remaining in Grynisias instead.

It was under these circumstances that I entered Kurtheite as an envoy. Of course, I had several guards, who were more like minders, but they were now being held in a separate room. The order was for me to come alone.

The Imperial soldier who conveyed this looked at me with a probing gaze. It was likely meant to test me, but I accepted without hesitation. It suited me just fine. Besides, if they planned to do something to me, a few guards would make no difference. I wasn’t even sure those guards would lift a finger to protect a commoner anyway.

◇◇

And so, here I was, face to face with an Imperial Princess. Flanking her were two mages, glaring daggers at me. Was it really appropriate to have sorcery staves resting on the table? For that matter, there were two more mages behind me, and knights armed with weapons were guarding the entrance.

It was quite the production for a mere merchant with no military or magical power.

Then again, my opponent was apparently first in line for the Imperial throne, so a certain level of caution was to be expected. Though who knows what will become of that line of succession now.

"Now then, is it safe to assume that everything will be decided by these negotiations with you?"

Maytyl smiled defiantly. *What is this woman talking about?*

"No, I’m merely an envoy."

I just told you that being an envoy was secondary. The Vinder Company allows its employees to take on side jobs. So much so that the heir has a reputation for being completely dedicated to his side work.

"Well, as the defeated party, I suppose we’ll play along with your little act. By the way, are Crenne and the others safe?"

Crenne, Crenne… right, she was the commander of the magic unit that held its ground until the very end.

"Yes, she and the other fifty-two mages are safe. As our prisoners."

I said, my eyes on Mia.

"I see… Now, about that attack of yours. You dispersed a green pigment that inhibits magic and a red pigment that amplifies it into the air. You disrupted the flow of magic beyond our control. Am I correct? I had heard about the green pigment, but not that it could be mass produced in such quantities. As for the red pigment, this girl here didn't breathe a word of it. You got us. Giving us information only on the green pigment was a brilliant smokescreen."

Maytyl said, glancing at Mia.

"Mia didn’t lie about anything. I kept her away from anything related to the pigments."

"Oh? Then how did she know?"

"How did you?"

I asked Mia myself. She knew I was searching for multiple magic catalysts, and I had discussed the circuits with her. But the magic amplifier hadn't been perfected yet. I hate to think about it, but as a precaution in case she was forced to talk, I had painted the shields green to create a diversion.

The atmosphere felt a little different from what I’d braced myself for. Still, better this than my worst fears coming true.

"Senior has a warped personality. He doesn’t do things by the book. Since disrupting the circuits with just an inhibitor would be difficult, it was a given that he would come up with something more malicious."

Mia stated matter-of-factly. What kind of logic was that? Everyone in the room looked as if the wind had been taken out of their sails.

"…I require those two types of pigments for my sorcery research. What will it take for you to hand them over?"

Maytyl asked. She sounded like Fulsy, but I doubted she meant it literally. She wanted to analyze the kingdom’s anti-sorcery weapons. She was a mage, but she was also a soldier. No, as the top heir to the throne and a commander on the front lines, it would be more accurate to call her a politician.

"Princess Maytyl… Let’s hear their proposal first. As an envoy, he must have brought terms from the kingdom."

Lisabet interjected. I see, so that was their assigned role-play.

"You’re right. Let’s get that out of the way."

I produced the letter bearing the kingdom’s official wax seal.

"…and those are the kingdom’s conditions for a ceasefire."

When I finished reading the document penned by the chancellor, Maytyl looked exasperated. Lisabet’s expression went blank, and the surrounding Imperials grew menacing. Their expressions soured at the final two articles. Namely, the demand to establish the kingdom’s territory across the great river, and the one to provide a hostage.

They must have understood the implications of ceding territory and handing over an imperial royal skilled in sorcery. *That’s right. I'm going to make you take full responsibility for this whole affair.*

"The kingdom’s grasp on the situation is tenuous at best. Listen, it’s true we were defeated in two battles. But we still hold Kazel and Kurtheite. The mages here alone can defend Kurtheite for years. And rest assured, we won’t fall for a trick like that a second time."

"The Imperial army can likely still fight. But can your homeland endure?"

War, especially an invasion of a foreign country, always puts a nation under considerable strain. This is even more true for the Empire, where they are constantly at war with monsters. It’s tantamount to fighting a foreign war in the middle of a civil war.

Let’s say the Empire’s total military strength is one hundred, and the force needed to protect the homeland from monsters is seventy.

Would they dispatch only thirty to invade the kingdom? That would be a poor move. They would surely strain themselves temporarily and commit a force of over fifty, aiming for a swift victory with overwhelming power.

Let’s say they committed a force of sixty. In the recent battle, the Empire lost two-thirds of its horse-dragons and mages, which are also its most effective forces against monsters. In other words, the Empire’s total military strength has been reduced from one hundred to sixty. That should be insufficient even to protect their own country from monsters.

The Empire’s magic vein activity has calmed down for now, but what about next year? The year after that? What if the flow of the magic veins reverses?

"…Assuming what you say is correct, don’t you think that makes it even more impossible for us to agree to such an unreasonable demand?"

"Allow me to add something. I do not believe the kingdom is capable of managing Imperial lands."

Maytyl spoke, and Lisabet followed.

"And why do you think we can’t? As a matter of fact, we defeated the Empire’s most elite unit without much trouble."

I offered a cheap taunt.

"I believe that was not due to the kingdom’s strength, but the power of a very small number of unique individuals. If we were to take you and Mia back to the Empire, I imagine the kingdom would cease to be a threat worth fearing."

*If you did that, the kingdom might just attack Kurtheite with its full might, ready to burn me and Mia along with it. And the things you truly need cannot be obtained just by abducting us.*

"Princess Maytyl."

Lisabet admonished her.

"In any case, if you’re going to make unreasonable demands like ceding territory, then this negotiation is a waste of time."

Maytyl said. I agreed. I had no intention of wasting time on pointless negotiations either.

"You seem to be mistaken. Who said anything about ceding territory? I merely said you must recognize the kingdom’s territory on the other side of the great river."

I spread out the map I had brought with me.

"What I… no, what the kingdom wants is here."

I pointed to a small plain sandwiched between the Blood Mountains and the great river, located slightly east of the Empire’s border. Maytyl and Lisabet looked more stunned than they had at any point thus far.

I had never considered something as impossible as having them cede Imperial territory. The land I want belongs to neither the Empire nor the kingdom. In fact, it doesn’t even belong to humanity.

"Now, I’d like to hear your thoughts on this proposal."

Alright, my unfitting role as the kingdom’s envoy is over. It’s time to get Mia back and guarantee our safety. The Vinder Company’s "business negotiations" can now begin.
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			"Well then, let’s hear your thoughts on this proposal."

I waited for the two imperial princesses to react.

"Unthinkable. What you are describing is the operational range of the monsters from the Mountains of Despair. What could you possibly hope to achieve by acquiring such a place?"

The first to speak was Lisabet. That’s right, her homeland was near the Blood Mountains, even by the Empire’s standards. The land I had pointed to was right next to it.

"...She’s right. That’s the kind of talk that makes me doubt your sanity."

Maytyl, who had been staring at me intently as if to discern my true intentions, also shook her head.

Incidentally, Mia’s face twisted in exasperation for just a moment. She, of course, knew about my ultimate goal, the concept of a general trading company, or rather, an international trading city.

"Why is it impossible?"

I asked Lisabet. In order to build what I want in that location, her opinion as a future neighbor was crucial. This was a matter I would have preferred to discuss with Alfina, but I am, after all, the despicable schemer who entrapped Lisabet.

"It should be obvious. The wyverns from the Mountains of Despair aren’t nearly as powerful as dragons individually, but they move in swarms. Even on the Kingdom’s side of the river, I believe no one lives within that range."

Naturally, the distance each wyvern could travel varied. By some fluke, an individual might fly too far to return. As a result, a portion of the Kingdom along the great river near the Blood Mountains had also become an uninhabited zone.

"I heard the Empire crossed the great river to get to Kurtheite, though."

"Yes, by driving the wyverns away with the power of sorcery. And that was only because we used the river’s current to pass through quickly. It’s obvious, so I won’t hide it, but traveling upstream would be many times more difficult. Of course, it’s not impossible for us."

"So long as you hold Tuvil Mountain, right. I see, so it comes at a cost."

The Empire’s escape route was far too sensitive an issue for *me* to use as a bargaining chip.

"Exactly. I’m almost tempted to say, ‘We won’t get in your way, so do as you please.’ We would welcome the Kingdom’s army wearing itself down against the monsters there."

It seemed they thought I was planning to build some kind of forward operating base against the Empire. I’m a merchant. Why would I be building a military base? What I want to build is purely a commercial city.

Of course, the cost constraints for that are even greater. A road that requires a military escort is out of the question. Even so, there is no other location. We also need a base for observing the Blood Mountains, the very source of the recent abnormal fluctuations in the magic veins.

"My goal is to create a trading hub for the Kingdom and the Empire here. It should have significant benefits for the Empire, too. The greatest source of conflict between our nations has always been the pressure on the Empire from its dependence on the Kingdom for food, its most vital strategic resource."

I spoke while watching their faces. There was no sign of denial.

"We will create a market here where merchants from both the Kingdom and the Empire can exchange their products. The state would only provide a broad framework of governance, leaving the transactions themselves to individual merchants. As a result, trade can be conducted far faster, cheaper, and more flexibly than under state management."

Lisabet’s expression lit up with understanding. Yes, if we could do this, her homeland would be transformed from a remote Imperial frontier into a major trade route.

"Monsters on the outside, squabbling merchants on the inside. It sounds like a vision of hell."

Maytyl, on the other hand, maintained her doubtful expression.

"I’m not saying that problems like price disputes or attempts to corner the market won’t occur. In fact, the sheer number of such conflicts would likely increase. But that’s fine."

There’s no use trying to deny human greed when it comes to business. The key is to channel the power of that greed in a productive direction. That’s the benefit of transparency. It’s all based on self interest, not some lofty ideal of justice.

Of course, a free market won’t solve everything, so a state framework will be necessary. However, the current state framework is too rigid and hinders the speed of commerce, so my proposal is to loosen it.

"You mean the scale of each individual conflict and problem would become smaller, falling within a range that can be managed or predicted."

"Exactly. It would prevent situations where a neighboring country suddenly snaps and invades."

*And it would prevent that same neighboring country from kidnapping my important business partner.*

"I understand the logic. However…"

Lisabet looked at Maytyl.

"If the cost outweighs the benefit, it’s simply a case of putting the cart before the horse. Even if we were to acknowledge its existence, the Kingdom could not maintain such a city. Am I wrong?"

Their words acknowledged the potential benefits. Good, I can move on to the next stage.

"We can. If the Empire cooperates in liberating that region."

"Are you joking? Surely you aren’t asking the Imperial army to die for the sake of the Kingdom’s territory."

"No. This would be a joint operation through and through. If you wish, the western side of the city could be Imperial territory, and the eastern side Kingdom territory. The city itself would have to belong to the Kingdom, though."

The Empire would incorporate no man’s land into its territory, and the Kingdom would do the same. Even if those territories just so happened to be adjacent, it wouldn’t be a problem.

That was a joke, of course. Countless problems can arise when territories border each other without a buffer zone. But in this case, direct contact would, for the time being, be limited to the city itself. It would be controllable.

In reality, I want to get to the point where both nations work together to exterminate the wyverns. If the city belongs to the Kingdom, I don’t think it would be impossible to offset the cost with a reduction in war reparations.

"I’m starting to seriously question your grasp on reality. The Kingdom and the Empire are currently at war. Even if the war ended tomorrow, it would be impossible. Besides, you said it yourself, didn’t you. That the Empire is struggling just to defend its own homeland right now."

Both were serious problems. One emotional, the other logistical. On the Earth I came from, this would have been utterly impossible. But this world has conditions that my previous one did not.

"There is land that belongs to no one, and a common enemy in the form of monsters. It is not impossible. In a way, the Kingdom and the Empire would be forming an anti monster alliance."

Maytyl and Lisabet shook their heads at my words. The rejection in their eyes was even stronger than before. I may have gotten a little ahead of myself.

"Of course, I don’t expect to achieve all that at once. Building a city immediately is also impossible. For the time being, it would be little more than a glorified supply depot at best. Yes, if it takes the shape of a city in ten years, that will be enough."

*Besides, I have my own complaints about this. Originally, this was a plan I’d have been lucky to even start in ten, no, twenty years. The only reason I'm being forced to rush into it is because you stuck your nose where it didn't belong. And I expect you to take responsibility for that.*

"We will start small. The Kingdom and the Empire will cooperate to observe the fluctuations in the magic veins. And conduct joint technological development for that purpose."

"That’s hardly ‘small’."

Maytyl’s eyes widened at my words.

"But it’s necessary, isn’t it? The magic vein fluctuations have worked in the Empire’s favor until now, but there’s no telling what will happen next. It is certain that the magic veins, which had been relatively stable, are now fluctuating greatly. Understanding them should be a matter of life and death for both the Kingdom and the Empire."

I wasn’t talking about some fluffy ideal like, ‘Wouldn’t it be nice if the Kingdom and Empire could be friends?’. I was talking about the harsh reality that if we don’t cooperate, things will go badly for both of us.

My gut tells me this series of fluctuations is all connected. It could be the precursor to an even greater change. My basic stance is that the sooner we can observe the Blood Mountains and develop sorcery to deal with the magic vein fluctuations, the better.

And this could become a common interest. Of course, my current plan is to leverage that immense shared interest to achieve my own *private* goals.

"Are you just saying what’s convenient for you? Isn’t this just a ploy for the Kingdom to unilaterally absorb the Empire’s technology?"

"Oh? But wasn’t your vaunted corps of sorcerers defeated by the Kingdom, barely able to do a thing? Besides, you are aware of how the Kingdom was able to predict the Empire’s invasion in advance, are you not?"

I made the remark with deliberate provocation.

"...I would very much like to hear the full story of those seventy years of records. But as for sorcery itself, the Kingdom’s technology has nothing to offer. Your solution to the dragon was poison, and while those two colored magic catalysts are quite interesting as materials, your method of deployment was a crude dispersal via catapult. Your measurement technology is intriguing, I’ll give you that. But that just puts us on even footing, because there are things your measurements can’t see."

Maytyl looked at Mia.

"Indeed. If the Kingdom possessed sorcery advanced enough to utilize this girl’s mathematical theories, the Empire would have been wiped out to the last soldier by now. All of your strategies are completely unbalanced. That makes it impossible to trust you."

Maytyl watched me with calculating eyes.

I was glad she understood so clearly. Yes, the Kingdom’s sorcery technology, with a few exceptions, was far inferior to the Empire’s. Our level of magic circuit construction was so poor that the Kingdom’s two greatest mages couldn’t analyze them even when working together.

Though, Fulsy’s measurement technology was quite important as a foundation.

"That’s right. If you would explain a little more about that magic catalyst, perhaps we could consider your proposal."

I see. She was baiting me because she wanted to know more about that "quite interesting" magic catalyst.

"That was my intention from the start."

I smiled fearlessly and took a wooden box from my breast pocket. I would show them how that magic catalyst was *really* meant to be used.
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			"Allow me to show you a piece of our technology."

I opened the box. Inside was the fruit of Fulsy and Noel's hard work. On a silver plate, simple symbols drawn with red and green lines, a mix of straight and curved strokes, were arranged. If I had to describe them, they looked like three ampersand symbols fitted within a one centimeter square.

"...This isn't Sorcery Silver. What are you doing with something so outdated?"

"Please, see for yourself," I urged Maytyl, who wore a puzzled expression.

"You mustn't, Magus. What if it's poisoned?"

The sorcerer at her side tried to stop his master. But Maytyl waved him off and took the plate herself.

"The circuit's pattern is a basic unit in our sorcery formulas. Though it's remarkably small and thin. With Sorcery Silver's magic conductivity, making something like this would be completely meaningle..."

Maytyl turned the plate over and examined it from the side. For the record, there was nothing drawn on the back or the edges. I had various ideas for the future, but they were still far beyond our reach.

"I expected... wait, what on earth is this... Hold on, this color, could it be. What!"

Maytyl placed a finger on the edge of the circuit, on the symbol for the Empire's interface. And then, she flinched.

"You. What did you do?"

Her attendant thrust a magic staff at me. He was looking at me as if I'd hidden a poisoned needle in it. *As if a gentle person like myself would ever do such a thing.*

"No way. It functions as a sorcery formula even though it's this thin and small? And the speed at which the magical flow switches is..."

It seemed Maytyl had grasped the full significance of this device without any need for explanation.

"Of course, this is merely a toy to demonstrate the technology we possess."

I smiled like a venture capitalist who had successfully piqued an investor's interest. This toy, this mock, was the cutting edge of the Kingdom's technology. A little too cutting edge, perhaps, and rather detached from our existing technological base.

*I also won't mention that we had to make over ten of these just to get this one successful unit, giving it a yield rate of less than ten percent. A good bluff is important.*

"A toy... You know exactly what you're implying, don't you..."

Maytyl glared at me, her earlier dauntless attitude having vanished completely. She was staring in utter shock at what was, in truth, nothing more than a simple imitation of a small part of the magic circles they used.

This toy was meaningless as a magic circuit. It was a simple circuit that did nothing more than switch the flow of magic on or off according to the user's will.

What made it different was its minuteness. The lines were less than half the width of the Empire's equivalent circuits, allowing it to fit into less than a quarter of the space.

The materials were what made this possible. First, the base was made of Sorcery *Silver*, which has far worse magic conductivity than Sorcery Gold. Upon that Sorcery Silver, we drew the magic circuit using two opposing magic catalysts, the green magic inhibitor, IG-1, and the red magic amplifier, ER-1.

The lines were drawn using Noel's ballpoint pen. Since the ball is one millimeter in diameter, the line width is about seventy percent of that, though it varies depending on the viscosity of the solvent used for the magic catalyst and other factors.

Eventually, I'm considering using the fact that it's softer than Sorcery Gold to press patterns with a mold, or even employing capillary action, but naturally, we haven't gotten that far yet. And even if we had, I couldn't show them.

In short, this was something akin to a semiconductor, but one that channeled magic instead of electricity.

"This is the Kingdom's magic technology. What do you think?"

What is a "semiconductor"? While the word is often used as a synonym for computers, its true meaning is a material with a conductivity that lies somewhere between a "conductor" like copper, which allows electricity to flow easily, and an "insulator" like glass, which strongly resists it. The important thing is not this middling conductivity itself, but the flexibility it offers. It means that depending on the conditions, you can allow magic to flow or stop it. And by manipulating those conditions, you can precisely "draw" the paths that magic can take.

If you compare the flow of magic or electricity to the flow of water, a conductor is like a deep ditch. Water flows easily, but if you want to design the flow, you have to go to the great trouble of building up banks from scratch. An insulator is like a rockbed. To create a path for water, you have to expend tremendous effort to carve a channel.

A semiconductor, on the other hand, is like a sponge. In the places you want water to flow, you treat it with a chemical that dissolves the sponge and enlarges its pores. In the places you don't want water to flow, you inject another chemical to clog the pores. This flexibility is what gives semiconductors their value as a material for circuits.

Of course, the computer chips from my previous world were far more advanced even in their basic principles, but in essence, the point of using a semiconductor's flexibility to create pathways for magic remains the same.

"Well? Can you still say the Kingdom has no technology that would interest you?"

"...Th-this part here is wrong. It's missing a line. This is what you get from crude mimicry..."

Maytyl pointed to a part of the circuit with a trembling finger.

"Where?"

"Right here."

"Oh? In that case, please, fix it with this."

I handed Maytyl a ballpoint pen filled with red ink. She added a single line. Incidentally, I heard that getting the ink to properly adhere to the Sorcery Silver was quite a struggle. I don't know the details, and I intentionally avoided asking.

"The circuit switched just by drawing a line!"

By contrast, the Empire's battering ram uses circuits made of Sorcery Gold, which is a conductor. To create banks that stop the flow of magic, they have to physically carve grooves and fill them with an insulator. To prevent the magic from shorting, there's a limit to how small they can make things.

"...I see. This is the same magic catalyst as that."

Maytyl took out a single magic staff. It had a mottled pattern on it. It seemed she had kept the one I spilled IG-1 and ER-1 on without wiping it clean.

"So, what do you think can be done with this? And please return the pen."

Maytyl was slyly holding on to it. Of course, I'd only put a tiny amount of ink in it.

"There are so many possibilities my head is spinning. But, without a doubt, we could reduce the amount of magic used in sorcery. Probably by half... no, down to a third."

Maytyl said this as if in a fever. *For someone asking the questions, is it really okay for her to be so talkative? Thanks to her, I have a much better handle on a question that was bugging me. I now have a rough idea of the ratio between the two steps of activating magic or sorcery, that is, the computation and the manifestation.*

*Just as I suspected, the majority of the magic is likely used for the computation phase. To be certain, though, I'd first like to see their sorcery in action.*

"Tell me. How did you make this!"

Maytyl leaned forward, her political demeanor from moments ago completely gone. You're not Fulsy, shouldn't you calm down a little?

*No, this must be an act to draw information out of me. As a politician and a military commander, she can't possibly ignore this technology once she knows about it. She must be thinking that at this rate, the Kingdom's standards of magic will quickly overwhelm the Empire's.*

"I'd like you to recall your own words from earlier. It's unfair for only our side to disclose our technology. You'll have to show us your sorcery in return."

I believe both magic and sorcery are forms of information processing that use the special power known as magic. To confirm that hypothesis, that fire sorcery is actually perfect.

*Of course, she'll refuse. The question is how to pressure her...*

"What are you talking about. You were the one who voluntee—"

"Fine. What do you want me to show you?"

"Magus!?"

Maytyl ignored her attendant's protest and spoke. *Wait, really?*

◇◇

In what felt like the blink of an eye, I was led to a place that looked like a castle courtyard. It seemed the Imperial Princess herself was going to give a demonstration.

From the pattern drawn on Maytyl's thin, white arm, a magic circuit connected to the surface of her magic staff, and at the same time, a band of light appeared. The band formed a spiral, converging at a point a short distance from the staff's tip.

*I see, it's similar to the magic flow of that slime mold. This might be a form of biomimicry from monsters.* I moved closer to Maytyl to confirm something.

"Do not approach carelessly."

The sorcerer who had his staff pointed at me spoke. Whoops, I hurriedly returned to my original position. I didn't have a thermometer or a pressure gauge, but it was obvious. My ears rang for a moment. And despite the presence of a flame, the surrounding temperature was dropping. *That's not an ordinary flame, is it?*

A bullet of fire shot out and struck a target over two hundred meters away with pinpoint accuracy. Maytyl looked back at me, as if to say, "How about that?" But my curiosity had already been satisfied before the projectile was even fired.

*I'll need to do a more rigorous verification once I'm back in the Royal Capital, but it's settled. The essence of sorcery is information manipulation. Still, I had a rough idea from the precision of Fulsy's observations, especially with the antenna and the colony assays, but this is truly outrageous. The efficiency of the information processing is just too high.*

I looked at Mia. *Setting my personal feelings aside, I absolutely have to get her back. The sorcery I just witnessed... its compatibility with statistical mechanics, which derives the properties of a substance from the statistical behavior of its gas molecules, is just too perfect.*
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			"What do you think? This is the power of Calidus Stūre, which creates high temperature flames from nothing."

Maytyl looked at me with challenging eyes. *You must be joking, Maytyl-san. It's so obvious you're testing me.*

"From nothing? That flame just now used only what was already there, didn't it? Besides, calling it a flame is a bit of a misnomer."

"...Oh? What do you mean by that? I don't quite understand."

I made a gesture of gathering the air with both hands.

"It's the selection and concentration of the heat that's already here, isn't it?"

Maytyl's face twitched.

It was just a hypothesis for now, but I believed Sorcery was a form of information processing, or computation, that used magic. In itself, this was not strange at all. From the world of atoms to human society, and even the cosmos, this universe is a network. In other words, it is a computer. It is not a matter of 'stop calling the universe a computer,' but rather 'stop calling a computer the universe.' That is how fundamentally identical the two are.

God is a mathematician. No, perhaps I should say God *is* mathematics.

Now, back to Calidus Stūre. What looked like a fireball was likely just high temperature gas swirling in a vortex. There are two conceivable ways to produce heat using the energy of magic. The first is extremely simple. Convert the energy called magic directly into thermal energy.

This is no different from burning oil to create heat.

First, what is heat? The heat of a given volume of air is the kinetic energy of the gas molecules within that space, like nitrogen and oxygen molecules. Simply put, it is the number and speed of these molecular balls flying around in space.

The more gas molecules present in a given area, or the greater the velocity of each individual molecule, the higher the temperature.

To create enough heat to appear as a flame, you must either gather a large number of gas molecules, in other words, compress them, or increase the energy of those gas molecules, in other words, heat them. In simple terms, those are the two methods.

For example, if you compress air, the density of the gas molecules within it increases, raising the temperature. If you burn a fire to accelerate the gas molecules, the temperature rises.

This is possible if you have energy. If magic is a type of energy, it should be possible in principle to convert it into heat. However, that cannot explain the phenomenon I just witnessed. Because if that were the case, the temperature around the caster would have risen by the amount of magic converted to heat. Furthermore, any heat you gathered would rapidly dissipate into the surroundings.

But when Maytyl used Calidus Stūre, the surrounding temperature actually dropped. Moreover, the flame she created remained in one place, albeit for a short time, and flew in the direction she willed. This means Sorcery is not such a direct process.

Which brings us to the second possibility for how Calidus Stūre creates heat. To put it simply, that heat was already there. It originated from the gas molecules already present in the surrounding air. What made it possible was the selection of gas molecules and the manipulation of their direction of movement. In other words, information processing.

The truth is, the energy, or velocity, of gas molecules is not constant. When we say air is 20 degrees, it means the *average* energy of the gas molecules is equivalent to 20 degrees. It does not mean it is composed solely of molecules with exactly 20 degrees of energy.

In other words, just like in human society, there are rich and poor. As an aside, suppose you were to place a large number of gas molecules, all with the exact same energy, into a container. Inside that container, the molecules would repeatedly collide, inevitably creating a certain energy distribution.

Amazingly, even if you gather identical entities and start them under fair conditions, inequality arises. In fact, an immense amount of energy would be required to average out this disparity. Nature itself forbids equality. It is enough to make you despair.

However, unlike the disparities in human society, this inequality can easily be reversed in the next moment. It does not become fixed. At any given instant, you will have a few rich molecules and a majority of poor ones, but a rich molecule can become a poor one in the blink of an eye.

I had gotten sidetracked. No, as a former economics student, I suppose I had not...

Anyway, to put it simply, within 20 degree air, you have a mix of a few hot gas molecules with energy equivalent to 100 degrees, and many cold gas molecules with energy equivalent to only 0 degrees. If the ratio of hot to cold molecules is one to four, that means one rich person to four poor people, averaging out to 20 degrees.

Conversely, if you only select the hot molecules, you can create a temperature of 100 degrees without directly heating the air. The gas molecules themselves are zipping around the caster at incredible speeds, so all you need to do is keep picking out the hot ones.

It is like continuously kidnapping only the rich people at a major city's scramble crossing. It is akin to taking the top ten percent of the wealthiest citizens from a nation of one hundred million and making them all live together on a small island, a tax haven.

Furthermore, by manipulating the direction of the hot molecules' movement and confining them to a narrow area, you increase their density. You just need to select the molecules and shift their direction of movement toward a specific set of coordinates.

For example, if you select only the gas molecules equivalent to 100 degrees from the air and manipulate their movement to orbit within a fixed area, you can create a high temperature as a result.

The important thing is that this process does not affect the total amount of energy in the 'simple sense.' You are not directly increasing pressure with magic, nor are you directly heating anything with magic.

Calidus Stūre 'selected' heat from its surroundings and 'concentrated' it in a specific area by manipulating the direction of gas molecules. In other words, it produced heat through that kind of calculation.

But in reality, this is an incredible cheat. I said it was as simple as selecting only the 100 degree molecules, but to do this through any conventional method would require an absurd amount of energy.

First, you would have to observe a vast number of gas molecules. The calculations just to record the observations and determine which molecules are the hot ones would be enormous.

It might be easier to say you would need a supercomputer just to simulate the gas molecules in a space the size of a needle's tip. It would be far more efficient to use that computer's electricity to heat the air directly, or better yet, just collect the waste heat from the supercomputer itself.

However, information processing via magic circuits has minimal energy loss, almost like the flow of electrons in a superconductor. In fact, when you run magic through a circuit, it does not generate any detectable heat. I had Fulsy do me a favor and test this.

And this is what is important for the product I have brought, the semiconductor. Sorcery does not directly convert the energy of magic into an effect. It mainly uses magic for information manipulation. This means its magical efficiency can be improved using the same principles as a computer.

You can understand this if you think about doing calculations with chalk. Let's consider the amount of chalk needed to write the equation 1 + 1 = 2 as the energy required for the calculation. Whether you use the side of the chalk to write the numbers with ten centimeter thick lines, or hold it upright for one centimeter thick lines, or even sharpen it to a point for one millimeter thick lines, the result is always 2.

The thickness of that chalk line corresponds to the width of the circuit. In other words, using the sorcery semiconductor technology I have brought will cause magical efficiency to jump several times over.

*By the way, why are they doing something as inefficient as manipulating gas molecules? If you manipulated electrons instead of gas molecules, you could do some incredible things.*

"So, yeah, that's more or less how Calidus Stūre works."

I shared about a tenth of the explanation floating in my head with Maytyl, who was waiting for my impression of her Sorcery. She apparently already grasped the concept of 'selection' and had some understanding of the relationship between pressure and temperature, so we were just barely on the same page.

*...At this point, I'd place her intelligence somewhere between Mia's and mine. In other words, it's confirmed she's smarter than me. Why am I always surrounded by people like this?*

For the record, her attendant mage could not follow at all. He reminded me of myself in my past life, when a professor tricked me into taking a statistical information theory class that was actually a hardcore physics lecture. I felt a sense of kinship with him, really.

"...I knew it the moment you showed me *that* on the battlefield. And to think she said, 'Without my mathematics, Ricardo Vinder is just some easy-to-fool rich boy.'"

Maytyl glared at Mia. *That Mia, telling the enemy the truth like that. Her information security is terrible... Then again, I guess she did manage to hide the fact that I'm a fearsome strategist.*

"I've made up my mind."

Maytyl pointed a finger at me and declared.

"I am taking you and Mia back to the Empire. No matter the cost. Doing so will mean this war is effectively our victory."

It seemed Maytyl had arrived at the correct answer. *Now, all that is left is my own art of self preservation.*
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			"I'm taking you and Mia back to the Empire. No matter the sacrifice. Doing so would mean a practical victory in this war."

Maytyl looked rather serene. Her acceptance was a relief to me. After all, I’d be the one in deep trouble if she refused.

"If you think you can get your hands on this just by doing that, you're sorely mistaken."

I pointed to the magic semiconductor Maytyl was cradling. *And give that back. I never said you could have it.*

"Why not? If I have you and this girl..."

"How much peripheral technology do you think is needed to create this? Even if you take Mia and me back with you, just reproducing it would take more than ten years, even if you gathered every last scrap of luck in the world."

I was only stating the facts. Creating this semiconductor requires the full might of Central Garden, plus two exceptional mages, Fulsy and Noel. Incidentally, I consider the fact that we assembled that team to be an event so improbable it makes me question the second law of thermodynamics.

My knowledge alone is insufficient to even create a single culture medium. I certainly don't remember the exact recipes. I only have a vague recollection of Vinaldira's chemical manipulations. On top of that, I barely witnessed the actual process of making this little toy.

"Furthermore, we only succeed in making one of these for every ten or so attempts. That's a yield of less than ten percent. And that’s with just three elements. With six, it drops to one in a hundred. With nine, one in ten thousand. Of course, I believe we could improve that yield with our team."

Alright, ten years was a slight exaggeration, but five is realistic. Just lacking Fulsy's measurement techniques would make it take ten times as long. *They'd be using an uncooperative me, with uncooperative Imperial personnel, and my only ally would be an Imperial Princess whose reputation has likely tanked because of this war… Yeah, ten years sounds about right.*

"Besides, those two-colored magic catalysts are made from materials found only in the Kingdom."

*I suspect the Empire's Red Forest has bacteria that produce magic catalysts with similar properties, though they might not be exactly identical. Of course, I have no intention of telling them that.*

"On top of that, there are at least five other types of magic catalysts with different effects back in the Royal Capital."

"Five other kinds like this!?"

"And that number might be growing as we speak. Of course, I don't know how to make them. I'm not the one producing them, after all."

*I wasn't lying.* They're made from bacteria discovered by chance. It's like winning the lottery. Although there is a way to buy tens of thousands of lottery tickets. But even that relies on the talent pooled in Central Garden.

"Growing as we speak..."

Maytyl swayed, looking faint.

"There is only one way for the Empire to benefit from this technology. You must provide the Kingdom with commensurate technology and conduct a joint investigation of the Blood Mountains. Of course, this must be done under the Kingdom's supervision. In other words..."

*This is it, the moment of truth. The enemy before me has been masquerading as some shrewd old acquaintance, but it's time for that act to end. I'm going to shatter the position you've built for yourself as royalty and make you pay for abducting Mia.*

"I just have to go to the Kingdom, is that it?"

"There's no way that... W-wait, what? Y-yeah, that's right, but."

*Shatter... huh? Did I say something wrong?* I glanced at the other Imperials.

"Magus-sama, come to your senses!" "You mustn't be deceived, Your Highness!" "Damn you, you must have poisoned her somehow!"

Of course, they were in an uproar. Good. For a moment there, I worried that common sense worked differently in the Empire and the Kingdom.

"...I have no choice. At this rate, the Empire's sorcery will fall far behind the Kingdom's. I don't want to go, but I must. This is a necessary duty for me, as the one responsible for Imperial sorcery."

This was strange. I was supposed to be punishing this woman, who could have been the next Empress, forcing her not just to abandon her position but to become a captive.

"Princess Maytyl, there is no way the homeland will approve such a reckless..."

"Lisabet, you will be the one to persuade the homeland. If that new city plan comes to fruition, you stand to gain a great deal. Isn't that right, Ricardo Vinder?"

"Ah, yeah, that was the angle I was going for, but."

"Besides, it would be bad for the homeland if our anti-monster forces don't return as soon as possible, wouldn't it?"

"...You probably shouldn't be saying that to me."

"Oh, but you already anticipated that, didn't you? What's more, you mentioned a joint observation of the magic veins. Considering the land you requested, your target is the Mountains of Despair, isn't it? So my fears weren't unfounded after all."

Maytyl stared at me intently. *Is she misunderstanding something? I also place great importance on observing the Blood Mountains, the center of the magic veins, but it seems there's something else at play here. What could it be...?*

"Listen, Lisabet. Tell them this back home. That land is worthless to the Empire. In fact, by luring the Kingdom into monster territory, we can wear them down..."

And just like that, the final negotiations were being led by the other party. How did it come to this?

"However, I'm not keen on the idea of having this new knowledge forcibly extracted from me while I'm imprisoned or something."

Maytyl finally brought up her own safety. As a professional at self-preservation, I'd say her priorities are out of order. Oh well, I've already planned for this.

"You're right. Regarding Princess Maytyl coming over, I'd like you to attach one condition for the Kingdom. Actually..."

I couldn't help but lower my voice, given the nature of my proposal.

"Ricardo-dono. You are..."

Lisabet looked completely exasperated. She should already know by now that I'm an incorrigible schemer.

"We have our own circumstances to consider."

"I accept. They should feel honored to have me as part of an exchange."

Alright, it's settled. Now I can head back without any worries.

"Well then, I'll be taking Mia and heading back."

*It went a little differently than planned, but I'd say I scored about an 80.*

"Oh, I'm afraid not. This girl will remain here with me until I arrive in the Royal Capital. I need a guarantee, too," Maytyl said.

I slammed my hand on the table.

"What's that supposed to mean? Then the deal's off. This whole negotiation is cancelled."

If I can't get Mia back, none of this means anything.

"Calm down a little. I said I'll bring her with me to the Royal Capital. Now think about your next move. Where is it safer for Mia to be? Here, or the Royal Capital?"

"Ghh. But..."

"Senpai. I will remain in Kurtheite."

"Mia."

"I am not a hostage. This is a business deal between the Vinder Company and Princess Maytyl. As a co-manager of Vinder, I am simply here to iron out the details on the client's end."

"It's settled, then," Maytyl said.

It was true. Considering the next negotiation, that final, delicate stage of this tightrope walk, I couldn't afford to expose my greatest weakness within the Kingdom.

"Still, the Kingdom and the Empire really are different in so many ways. I never imagined the very meaning of the word 'merchant' could be so different."

Maytyl said this and broke into a wide grin. I wonder whose fault it is that a regular merchant like me was forced into a situation like this.

◇◇

Before leaving Kurtheite, I was given a little time alone with Mia.

"It seems my 'business trip' will continue a while longer. I am worried about Vinder's finances in my absence, though."

"My dad told me, 'You can die for all I care, just get Mia back.' Right... If you're staying, then I should..."

"Senpai. Calm yourself. The negotiations aren't over yet."

*It's true that the trickiest dealings will come after I get back.*

"But still. We've already walked a dangerous tightrope to get this far."

I had waged a high-stakes information war, focusing their attention on the magic inhibitor and making them believe I was Vinder's true mastermind, all to prevent critical information from leaking to the Empire.

"Thanks to that, my treatment here wasn't bad at all. I might have even considered changing jobs."

Mia smiled.

"Well, I'm a co-manager of Vinder, so that's not an option. ...Besides, this isn't like you, Senpai. What happened to your hobby of prioritizing self-preservation?"

"It's not a hobby."

"There was a high probability that Princess Maytyl would have simply abducted us both."

Mia looked at me reproachfully. I know that. It's not like I could have predicted that Maytyl was the Empire's version of Fulsy.

"............Well, you know. In the worst, absolute worst-case scenario... it's better than you being taken to the Empire alone. Of course, I took meticulous self-preservation measures to prevent that..."

"Hmph! ...W-well, I will grade your self-preservation plan when I get back to the Royal Capital. Though I'm sure it'll be a failing grade."

"No, no, I meticulously balanced the interests of the Kingdom and the Empire..."

For the sake of my pride as a strategist, I must insist I've never thought harder about anything in my life.

"I'm sorry, but it's time."

The door opened and Lisabet stepped inside. I looked at my precious secretary one last time.

"...See you in the Royal Capital, then. I'll make sure things are safe for you to come back."

"Yes, in the Royal Capital. But I think that will be quite difficult. From here on out."

It didn't go quite as planned, but the enemy abroad has been dealt with. Next up is the enemy at home.
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			Upon my return from Kurtheite, I was walking down a corridor in the Grynisias Ducal castle. The castle was large, yet its decorations seemed minimal. The interior offered a glimpse into the current duke's character. One might call its visual style friendly to commoners. But I was more tense than I had been in the enemy territory of Kurtheite, which had been filled with pointlessly lavish ornamentation.

"This arrived from the Royal Capital."

Leonard, the duke's son, handed me a single sealed letter. The sender was my father. The unfolded paper was filled with every familiar name I knew. *Incredible. Not a single person dropped out.*

The reception room came into view. Inside waited the man whom all vassals must treat as the highest guest of honor. At least, until this was over, he had to be nothing more than a potato in my mind. To overcome this final, greatest challenge, peace of mind was essential.

"Well done on your duty as an envoy."

The Chancellor offered words of appreciation. I gave a bow to the silent King, then read aloud the Empire's reply.

A full withdrawal from all occupied territories. Payment of reparations in the full amount demanded, though it would be split over two years. The unfavorable trade conditions were also accepted. And...

The Empire would permit the Kingdom to construct a base for "trade and magic vein observation" on the other side of the great river, and would provide the necessary support from the adjacent territory of Maldras, Princess Lisabet's homeland.

"The Empire has acknowledged our territory 'across the river'?"

The Chancellor emphasized the words 'across the river'. Still, his expression was one of surprise. That's right, it wasn't a cession of Imperial territory. But if it were announced to the public, most people would misunderstand it as territory seized from the Empire. For the nobles and commoners of the regions ravaged by this invasion, it would likely feel as though the line of defense had been pushed to the other side of the river. This was a huge deal.

"The First Imperial Princess will go to the Royal Capital as a hostage, then."

The King spoke. Maytyl was currently first in line for the Imperial throne. Of course, the heir to the throne becoming a hostage is tantamount to a declaration of vassalage, so they would surely alter the order of succession before that happened. That was precisely why the letter specified "First Imperial Princess".

In the Empire, birth order held little meaning. Or rather, to be precise, it seemed to be the order of registration. Maytyl was, after all, younger than Lisabet. "First in line for the throne" was significant, but "First Imperial Princess" was not.

In any case, she was the head of Imperial sorcery who had led the main Imperial army. She was an extremely valuable hostage. Besides, the Imperial order of succession was fundamentally based on ability. Maytyl's knowledge of sorcery was valuable regardless of her rank. The significance of having the Empire's greatest military asset under our watch was also immense. Both the King and Chancellor understood that the Kingdom had defeated the Empire's powerful sorcery with a trick that would only work once.

Of course, it was a political victory as well. In terms of national interest and the honor of the royal family, there could be no better result. In this conflict, the Kingdom was the victim of a one sided invasion. Managing the feelings of the aggrieved citizens and nobles would be difficult. But seeing these terms, no one would fail to be convinced of the Kingdom's complete victory. Moreover, it was a victory won with the King himself leading the army.

If this peace treaty was concluded, the achievement would belong to the king who defeated the Empire. It was an outcome beyond reproach.

"However, the Empire has several conditions for accepting these terms," I said.

The two men nodded as if to say, "Of course," their expressions tightening with caution.

"First, for the withdrawal from Kurtheite, in place of Princess Maytyl, they request the return of the captured Crenne and at least ten of her subordinates to command the Imperial army. Next, they ask for a guarantee of Prince Dagobard's early return upon payment of his ransom. And finally, Princess Maytyl is to come in the form of an exchange student at the Royal Academy."

There were no objections to my words. A swift and orderly withdrawal of the Imperial army was also beneficial to the Kingdom. Whatever the pretext, anyone could see that Maytyl was a hostage. Of course, the fact that she would be at the Royal Academy was important.

Fulsy, who had seemed rather uninterested until now, broke into a smile. I had already told him that Mia had not been mistreated, but he was a simple man. The thought of pairing those two together made me more uneasy than anyone.

Regardless, there were no problems so far. Now for the main issue.

"Finally. To guarantee Princess Maytyl's safety, the Kingdom is to dispatch His Highness, the Second Prince Delnius, to the Imperial capital as an 'honorary ambassador'."

I said it without changing my expression.

"That is...!"

"..."

As expected, the Chancellor was flustered. And the King's expression vanished.

*Oops. Even though it's a request 'from the Empire', it almost sounds like I orchestrated it.*

*That's right. It's the de facto exile of the Second Prince. I've decided to remove him from my sight.*

"That man..."

Eyes that chilled me to the bone glared my way. The pressure was intense. It was frightening even when I tried to think of him as a potato.

"I am merely an envoy. I have only brought back the Empire's request."

I struggled to maintain my composure. Besides, isn't it a bit tasteless for a parent to get involved in their children's squabbles?

"Is it not a great risk to release Prince Dagobard so early?"

The Chancellor was probably trying to buy time. He should know better. He had to realize that even this final proposal held great benefit for the Kingdom.

"Princess Maytyl, who has not lost her power as a sorcerer, is a greater threat than Prince Dagobard, who has lost the majority of his horse-dragons. And it will likely be more difficult for the Empire to have the second and third in line to the throne present than just the first and third or lower."

The third in line and below, who had been suppressed until now, would contend with the second in line, whose reputation was now tarnished by defeat. It went without saying, but this statement was also made with the Kingdom's own second, Delnius, and third, Craig, princes in mind.

Of course, they would have understood my meaning. Or was I perhaps being guided by the Chancellor?

"The new city is to be in the wyvern territory of the Blood Mountains, but will there truly be any merchants who would go to such a place?"

"Yes. Right here. I have already secured their consent."

I showed him the jointly signed document bearing the names of the Central Garden companies. It stated that every company would invest and establish a branch in the new city. Zero dropouts, despite the massive investment required for a land of completely unknown potential. If anything, it was my stomach that was aching.

Incidentally, the name Giverny was nonchalantly included.

"These companies have contributed immensely to the development of the pollen and the magic catalyst in this war. As they are venturing to a distant land for the sake of the Kingdom, I ask for your due consideration."

I added that last part for good measure.

"The pretense is that of an exchange student, but will it be alright to accept the princess of an enemy nation?"

"I shall take responsibility for that matter," Fulsy said. Honestly, after seeing Maytyl in person, I was worried, but he was, for all intents and purposes, the highest authority at the academy.

The Chancellor fell silent.

"Given the Crown Prince's illness, we must exercise caution in sending the second son, Delnius, abroad."

The King opened his mouth. It wasn't an outright refusal. He must have understood.

"What will become of His Highness, Prince Craig?"

I addressed the Chancellor. Politically, this proposal to send the Second Prince abroad should have been a timely opportunity for him. In addition to his numerous monster exterminations, Craig's achievement in crushing Dagobard's horse-dragon unit was great. In fact, it was too great.

But fortunately, Craig was a prince. The extraordinary move of making the entire kingdom his reward, that is, making him Crown Prince, was possible. Since he couldn't level up anymore, it was time for a class change.

If that happened, the Second Prince would undoubtedly harbor great dissatisfaction. In a kingdom that values seniority, the malcontents would rally behind the Second Prince. It would only sow the seeds of future conflict.

"What will become of the disorder in the royal line of succession?"

*What he really means is, what will happen to the royal family's authority if a mere commoner gets a prince exiled?*

"Prince Craig's victory at Bertold. Your Majesty's complete victory over the Empire by leading the campaign yourself. Has the authority of the royal family ever been higher since the founding of the Kingdom?"

The history books would surely record him as a wise monarch who, without letting his guard down during a long peace, magnificently dealt with the many national crises that suddenly arose.

"The nobles who support Delnius will be dissatisfied..."

"Your Majesty. Actually..."

The Chancellor took out a letter. Judging by the seal, it was from Euphillia in the Royal Capital.

"Sagian and Perelles have..."

The Second Prince's faction. Sagian, who had colluded with the Empire and leaked information about Alfina, and the heir to the count's family, his main family line, who had forged official documents in the recent kidnapping of Mia. Both were part of the Second Prince's faction. It seemed the joint investigation by Euphillia and the Chancellor's Office had borne fruit.

The Second Prince's backer, the Grand Duke of Kurtheite, had already been disgraced. The answer should be clear.

"As one entrusted with the affairs of state, I believe it is vital for our economy to conclude a peace treaty with the Empire as quickly as possible. If food trade with the Empire remains halted any longer..."

The Chancellor looked at me. I'd nearly forgotten that Vinder was part of the Food Guild. It was probably because I'd been forced to do so many things outside my main business.

"If I may speak from a merchant's perspective, agriculture, especially grain which constitutes the majority of it, is the foundation of the economy. The honey and carriages we trade are merely skimming the cream off the top of that agriculture. Should agricultural trade with the Empire be suspended for a long period, the flow of money within this cream we are now cultivating will dry up completely."

This was different from my past life on Earth, where the amount of money flowing through the financial system was more than ten times that of the real economy, an economy awash with cash on the scale of Noah's flood. In this world, commerce is but a small tidal flat bordering the vast ocean of agriculture. If the tide lowers even slightly, it will dry up.

The King might not be troubled if my company, Vinder, were to go under, but the scale of those involved was already too large. The fate of an industry that would bring a massive amount of tax revenue to the Kingdom in the future was at stake.

"From the perspective of a librarian... no, a court magician, I must say that the recent fluctuations in the magic veins leave no room for complacency. Considering the future, I foolishly believe it is essential for the Kingdom to also investigate the Blood Mountains," Fulsy said. *Is this old man forgetting his own position at court?*

"Following Your Majesty and Prince Craig, if Prince Delnius dedicates himself to the nation in the form of an honorary ambassador, the people will universally come to admire the virtue of the royal family," the Chancellor added. This was a glorious exit for him. Of course, I intended to continue working to ensure it was a one-way street.

"Since the Empire has accepted all of our terms, a single concession is unavoidable."

The King spoke with a pained expression. The fist of the man at the nation's apex clenched on his knee.

"You have performed your duty as an envoy well."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

I bowed my head and exhaled all the air from my lungs.

I used the King to strike the Princess, and the Princess to strike the Prince. In the gaps between, I secured a niche, a new land equidistant from both nations.

All that remains is to develop it into a nexus of trade and anti-monster measures, making it indispensable to both countries. With that, our self-preservation will be complete.

There is still a long road ahead, and I cannot let my guard down until Mia returns to the Royal Capital. But after walking back and forth across a thin, long tightrope many times, I have reached a temporary goal.

I felt despair for a time, but maybe my talent for self-preservation isn't so bad after all. I'm looking forward to Mia's evaluation.
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			"I hear he threw a terrible tantrum."

I gazed down from the Royal Capital's walls at the street stretching below. A single carriage was making its way toward the West Gate. The road was littered with the brown, withered remains of flowers tossed by citizens celebrating Craig's appointment as Crown Prince.

*A path of flowers, yet unlike his younger brother's, this one is withered. The younger brother is the Crown Prince, the older an ambassador. A world of difference. Still, for no one to see him off... the nobility is certainly thorough when they turn their backs on someone. Even Dorefano had people who didn't abandon him. Then again, I suppose his son was innocent in that case.*

"...My brother will never set foot in the kingdom again. That is for the best, is it not?" Craig said, his eyes still fixed on the street.

"Yes," I replied curtly.

After peace was made with the Empire, the Grand Duchy of Kurtheite was dissolved during the postwar distribution of honors and rewards. Its lands were divided among those who had distinguished themselves in the war, and Kurtheite itself came under the direct control of the royal family.

Not only had the Grand Duke been late to join the war effort, he had failed to protect his own lands, which the King himself had to recapture. It seems even Zangrich could offer no resistance.

Incidentally, among those newly ennobled was Fabius, the commander of the catapult unit. I think that's the worst possible choice of person. Fulsy had been giving him advice on the proper conduct for one who suddenly becomes a noble.

Most of the reparations will apparently be used for the restoration of the Grynisias Ducal Territory. I sincerely hope they increase their adzuki bean production.

While the kingdom's nobles unanimously celebrated the great victory, the Second Prince's appointment as an honorary ambassador was announced. Immediately after, it was revealed that Craig would be invested as Crown Prince in place of the First Prince. The Second Prince reportedly resisted hysterically, but not a single person in the entire assembly sided with him.

*Well, most of his allies had already been crushed. In fact, I heard that the things he blurted out then dealt the final blow to the former Grand Duke of Kurtheite and his cronies.* Abandoned by unanimous consent, the Second Prince was apparently escorted out with a dazed expression on his face.

On another note, the lab, by royal charter, has been rebranded as the Royal Magic Research Institute. It is now an independent organization, granted a portion of the former Grand Duchy of Kurtheite as a source of revenue. Having our own funding will be extremely important going forward.

Fulsy, as its director, is now considered equivalent to a count. He is apparently bewildering everyone by starting his career climb after he had already retired. A rank equivalent to a count is supposedly appropriate given the scale of the institute's finances, but who is going to manage it? It has also been decided that Noel will be ennobled as a court magician upon her graduation. Poor girl. She's about to gain a lot more relatives, I bet.

Furthermore, Central Garden was granted a ten year tax exemption for its business ventures in the new city. Naturally, Vinaldira's family company is included. Her parents, who knew almost nothing of their daughter's activities, were stunned, as was her noble family on her mother's side.

"...It's pointless to ask, I suppose."

"You and my brother had a fight, and you won. That's all."

"...That too, but I was talking about becoming Crown Prince."

I still had not figured out which way Craig's ambitions were pointed.

"I can hardly complain, since I chose to ride the wave you created. Let's see... setting aside the dragon subjugation, I suppose this future was one of the possibilities ever since the carriage race. What was completely unexpected was the timing. I thought it would take at least another ten years."

"...What a coincidence. I feel like I was forced to move everything up by at least ten years myself."

*It's all because of the major incidents of the Imperial invasion and Mia's kidnapping.*

"Normally, Ricardo, you would have to take responsibility and formally enter my service, but..."

Craig lifted his gaze and looked to the north.

"You managed a clever escape."

"I have neither the ability nor the desire to involve myself in politics. And I've especially had more than enough of military matters."

"The war finally ends, and now it's new city construction and an investigation of the Blood Mountains. You're a busy man, Ricardo. I find it very hard to believe you'll be able to remain uninvolved with military affairs," Craig said with an ominous smile.

"I am, I'm just returning to my main line of work. War was completely outside my area of expertise."

"Well, fine. For the record, I will also be directly involved in the development of the new territory across the river. Even as Crown Prince, my father's authority is now rock solid thanks to you bolstering it. I should still have a certain degree of freedom."

"But if anything were to happen to Your Highness, all of my plans would be ruined."

"Do not worry about it," Craig laughed.

*Well, it is land situated between our recent enemy across the river and the enemies of all humanity. The backing of the next king is necessary, I suppose. Besides, Craig will always follow his own will. That is precisely why I can trust him. Since we're both being stubborn, it's not as if only one of us can get his way.*

As if trading places with the Second Prince's carriage, another approached the Royal Capital from the east, flying the Imperial flag. The Anti-Monster Knight Order surrounded it, forming a heavy guard.

"Well then, I must go and greet my secretary."

I took one last look at the carriage shrinking into the distance to the northwest. *He'll probably go his whole life without ever realizing who he was truly exchanged for. And that is fine. To not demand an apology or penance means I will never grant forgiveness, no matter how much he might apologize or regret his actions.*

*Still, as long as he never enters my sight again, I suppose I can let go of the grudge I hold for all the trouble he put me through.*

◇◇

A carriage with an undercarriage sturdier than those of the kingdom pulled to a stop at the academy's back gate, where many people were waiting. Everyone from Central Garden was there, along with Noel and Fulsy. Unfortunately, Alfina was at the cathedral. Apparently, the crystal had been emitting some strange signals.

The carriage stopped and the door opened. The one who emerged was not an Imperial Princess, but a petite girl with pigtails. The direction was reversed, but I was finally able to pick her up, the one I had failed to meet that time.

"Mia! *Sniffle*... w-welcome back!"

"We're so glad you're okay. We were so, so worried about you."

Rilka and Noel threw their arms around Mia. Vinaldira and Sherry, watching from behind, were also teary eyed.

Unlike me, who had already reunited with her in Kurtheite, it had been a truly long time for them.

By the way, a carriage from Grand Duchess Bertold's residence was waiting at the main gate. The number of guards at the lab has been doubled. We will be living at the Grand Duchess's residence for a while yet to prevent any desperate acts from the former Second Prince Faction. Even though the Grand Duke of Kurtheite has fallen from power and the Second Prince has been thrown out of the country, we cannot afford to make a mistake like last time. If anyone is going to get caught, it should at least be just me.

*Besides, we are about to take on a different kind of bomb.*

"Oh, so this is the Royal Academy."

The door on the other side of the carriage opened, and a foreigner with bright purple hair set foot in the Royal Capital. Tension ran through the crowd. Rilka and Noel shot her unfriendly glares. But Maytyl, who was supposed to be a captive, surveyed her surroundings with a defiant smile.

Her eyes fixed on Fulsy, Noel, and then me.

"Where is the lab?" she asked.

*Just as I thought. She has zero awareness of being a hostage.*

"It's that building over there," I said, pointing to a small building in the academy's backyard.

"It's that small?" Maytyl frowned. A complaint right off the bat.

*Isn't that small, compact size, impossible for strangers to find, part of its charm? Well, I guess we are adding one more person.*

"Well, I won't let you be disappointed with what's inside," I said.

Fulsy was intensely curious about meeting an Imperial Magus for the first time. Noel glanced my way, but when she noticed Maytyl's gaze, she quickly turned her back. *She's your new colleague, in a sense. What happened to your dignity as her senior?*

"Hmph. If you say so, I'll look forward to it. Well then, it's a pleasure to be working with you, Ricardo."

Maytyl grinned and clapped me on the shoulder. *Even if it was necessary, we've just welcomed the ultimate problem child.* I was about to sigh when I noticed the stares. The glares from the women seemed particularly harsh...

"Hey, Mia," Rilka began, her gaze especially cold.

"It can't be helped. This sort of thing is part and parcel of his schemes. For now, we should just be glad it is only one person," Mia explained to Rilka, adding something like, "I need to be more diligent."

*Hmm, well, she was an enemy until just a moment ago.*

"Um, you see, various necessities sort of piled up, and..." I started, trying to explain just how important it was to accept Maytyl.

"Oh my. To think you need me so much. How reassuring, especially since I have no one to rely on in this capital," Maytyl chimed in.

Her comment made the atmosphere even colder. Rilka stole the sigh I was about to let out, and Sherry and Vinaldira started whispering things like, "Does Lady Alfina know about this?"

*Huh? Wait. What about the grade for my self-preservation plan? I thought I worked pretty hard on it.*
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			"Hey, so what happened then?"

"What happened next?"

Bathed in the afternoon sun of early spring, I walked toward the lab in our backyard. Behind me, I could hear the lively chatter of girls' voices. The three of them were quite literally blossoming in conversation. The scene alone created an atmosphere that would make any guy feel out of place...

"When Senpai appeared in Kurtheite, he took one long look at me, whom he hadn't seen in a while, and then..."

In the center was Mia, whose tone was a bit too flat for a storyteller. Alfina and Rilka pressed in from either side, with Claudia standing behind them. Just watching them was a feast for the eyes.

"...he began business negotiations to make Princess Maytyl his own."

"What kind of embellishment is that!"

I couldn't stop myself from whirling around.

"Embellishment? You declared to Princess Maytyl that you came to negotiate, Senpai..."

Mia tilted her head, feigning innocence.

*Even if she is an Imperial Princess, once you get her to the Royal Capital, you can do whatever you want with her. That's what I heard Senpai's inner voice say.*

"That's purely your imagination, isn't it?"

"Well, maybe half... twenty-five percent of it is a joke. In any case, I heard after I got back that there are plenty of other problems."

Mia put on an exasperated look.

"Seriously. To get back a single subordinate, you drag out His Majesty the King and interfere with the lines of succession for both the Kingdom and the Empire? You're blowing things way out of proportion. Therefore, your grade as a strategist this time is a failure. Proof complete."

"No, the way you're phrasing it is the real exaggeration. The situation with Prince Craig was already just a matter of time. And Princess Maytyl came of her own... You saw that, didn't you?"

"What are your thoughts, Lady Alfina?"

Mia ignored me and posed the question to Alfina. Come to think of it, Alfina had seen me off back then without saying a word.

"I believe it was unavoidable to achieve your goal. However, when my aunt told me that you surrounded His Majesty the King with Prince Craig... His Highness the Crown Prince, the Duke, and the Director, and threatened him..."

Alfina said something truly outrageous. *Why is Euphillia adding her own horrifying embellishments to the story? Not that I can say I have absolutely no memory of it.*

"E-everyone was happy to help. Right, Rilka? You and the others ran all over the place for us."

"Well, that's what friends do............ Wait, that's what was going on at the top!?"

Rilka, who had been smiling just moments ago, now looked as if she had overheard something she shouldn't have. The look she gave me was full of resentment, like a commoner who had unknowingly been dragged into a grand conspiracy involving the royal family. *Hey, that's my position, too.*

"...W-well, anyway. Look, Mia, you didn't feel too bad about it, did you? Even Vinder must have said at least one clever thing. I want to hear about that."

Rilka blatantly tried to change the subject. Too bad. There was no such cool scene. After all, I had returned while leaving Mia behind.

But Mia simply lowered her face.

"Huh, your face is red, Mia."

"...Those words alone are a secret."

"Eeeh! No way."

"Now I am very curious."

Both Rilka and Alfina were looking on with immense curiosity. At this rate, they would find out my story about what happened in Kurtheite was full of holes meant to protect my own skin.

"S-speaking of which, how is Princess Maytyl doing at the academy?" I asked Rilka.

Rilka stared at me for a moment, then sighed. "Haa."

"...Um, we're in different years, so I don't know much, but I don't think she's been coming to the academy much at all, has she?"

"Is that so? I heard her studying abroad was merely a pretext..."

If I recall correctly, the ducal house that took her in was the one the First Princess married into. The very mansion where we had that anko versus chocolate showdown during Lisabet's welcome party. It doesn't seem like a bad choice of guardian. Besides, the Grand Duchess's residence in the west already has three people staying over. And her position is her position.

Plus, it would be a problem if she went strutting around the academy with that attitude of hers. There are bound to be people at the academy whose acquaintances, relatives, or family members were sacrificed in the war, or whose lands and homes were damaged.

"...That is a little pitiful."

Alfina seemed sympathetic. That's because she hadn't seen Maytyl's outrageous behavior when she first arrived. I doubt she's such a docile person.

Still, the knowledge of that Sorcery Princess is indispensable.

"By the way, how is the crystal?" I asked, lowering my voice.

Apparently, shortly after I left the Royal Capital for Kurtheite, Alfina began visiting the cathedral about once a week. That meant the crystal had started showing signs of a premonition.

"It's a little different from before. The interval between reactions is very long. And yet, the reaction itself is strong. Of course, no image appears at all. So, at this point, we don't even know if it is a prophecy."

It would be for the best if no prophecy came at all. I would prefer if the reactions just faded away. Of course, considering the recent anomalies in the magic veins, such wishful thinking was out of the question. We had to move forward with the assumption that a prophecy was coming.

"If I recall, the interval between signals is supposed to shorten before an image appears, correct?"

"Yes."

We have to act as quickly as possible while we still have time. The fact that the pattern is different this time is unsettling. And...

"Lady Alfina. For now, please try to stay away from the crystal as much as possible."

"But, that is my duty as a princess..." Claudia interjected.

"She is right. As the Oracle Princess, I must find out as soon as possible... Otherwise you might do something reckless again..."

Alfina protested. From her perspective, the sooner she could see the prophecy, the more damage she could prevent. She was absolutely right. Prevention is the best form of disaster management. And yet...

"Please, don't push yourself until it reaches the stage where an image properly appears."

"But then I will be of no use at all..."

A shadow fell over Alfina's face.

"Well, putting that aside, is it really okay to bring an Imperial Princess here? Researching together with someone from the country we were at war with until just recently... and all that?" Rilka asked.

"There's no way it's okay. But considering the situation with the magic veins, we can't afford to be picky," I said, watching Alfina's expression. It wasn't a lie, of course.

But there was another reason. The prophecy crystal has been a great help, but I don't trust that overly powerful magical artifact. I remembered the magical feedback that affected the captured knight from the Horse-Dragon corps, the burn-like swelling that spread from the magic circuit carved into his arm.

And Dagobard had said, "This is not just someone else's problem." Of course, he might have just been trying to confuse us. But seeing the Empire's actions this time, it's clear there's something about magic we don't know, and the Empire has knowledge of it.

I have to extract as much information as possible from Maytyl in our discussion today. Which is why...

"Lady Alfina, I would be very grateful if you would act as a bridge between the magic research team and Princess Maytyl."

If it were just a matter of technical discussions, it would be fine. Most of them can communicate through numbers. But since we'll be researching together, it won't stop there. And the magic team is full of people just as socially awkward as I am. She's a foreigner, a royal, a hostage, and a spy. My team is full of people who would find it impossible to interact with someone like that.

"In Bertold, you coordinated wonderfully with the craftsmen like Bowgan. And you mediated so well during the honey project. I would like to borrow your strength for this."

"I understand. Princess Maytyl must be anxious in this unfamiliar land as well. I will do my best."

A bright smile returned to Alfina's face at my words.

"Senpai..." Mia looked at me with concern.

I want to rely on Mia, who already knows her, but as usual, I can't have her tied down to just the magic team. She's indispensable on the business side of things, too.

"Vinder, I'm worried too," Rilka said, her expression also anxious.

"This is the perfect person for the perfect job, isn't it?"

They are matched in status and are both women, and what I just told Alfina contained zero flattery. But Rilka and Mia just exchanged glances.

"Anyway, before our guest arrives, I need to talk to the Director and Noel about what they can and can't say... Huh? Why is she already here?"

We had arrived earlier than the scheduled meeting time for a pre-briefing. But standing in front of the lab were two knights in uniforms different from those of the Anti-Monster Knight Order. One was from the First Knight Order, and the other, judging by his crest, was a retainer of the ducal house that was hosting Maytyl.

◇◇

"What is this room for? What's inside that glass?"

"Um, well, I can't say just yet. No, you can't come in..."

When I opened the lab door, I found Noel, the research institute's number two alchemist and a court magician, being cornered by Maytyl the Sorcerer. Maytyl, her bright violet hair tied back haphazardly, had pinned Noel against the wall.

It looked like Noel's impressive chest was about to be squashed against Maytyl's more modest one. A state secret, one that must not be leaked, seemed on the verge of tumbling out.

"Ah, Ricardo. You're finally here. Mia, it's been a while."

In an instant, Maytyl switched her target to me. As always, she used my name without an honorific. She closed the distance until I could feel her breath on my face.

"When I saw this tiny shed, I thought I'd been tricked. But looking inside, what is all this? I can't understand what you're doing at all. It's fascinating. Hey, you're going to properly explain everything today, right? About that magic catalyst and all of it."

Maytyl rattled on, not bothering to hide her excitement. The newly liberated Noel, by the way, was now hiding behind Mia. For someone as shy as Noel, that onslaught must have been unbearable. She has probably already developed a strong aversion to her.

*I expected difficulties, but to start off like this...*

"Please allow me to greet you. It is a pleasure to meet you, Princess Maytyl. My name is Alfina Crownheite."

Alfina stepped between me and Maytyl, both figuratively and literally. Good, I'll leave the socializing with Maytyl to Alfina, just as planned. Facing the princess of a very recent enemy nation, even Alfina's voice sounded a little stiff.

"Alfina... I see. So you are the Oracle of the Ancient Dragon's Eye. Yes, a pleasure to meet you."

Though the light in her eyes was a little sharp, Maytyl responded with a perfectly normal, sociable attitude. Still, Oracle of the Ancient Dragon's Eye?
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			"Alfina… So, you are the Oracle of the Ancient Dragon Eye. It is a pleasure to meet you."

The Oracle of the Ancient Dragon Eye was a term I had never heard before. I glanced at Alfina, but she was also tilting her head in confusion.

"Hmm… Well, no matter. I am interested in your crystal, but right now, I am more concerned with what is happening here."

Whatever she read in our expressions, Maytyl gave a small smile. Then, her gaze shifted from Alfina back to me, and she began to edge closer again. *No, I really wish you would talk to Alfina first. My plan to delegate the management of this far-too-troublesome human relationship to the right person is already in jeopardy.*

"I trust you have an interesting story for me today, Ricardo. I have been so bored, confined to the manor since I arrived."

"Th, that depends on what you are prepared to offer, Princess Maytyl. Information should be exchanged between equals, would you not agree?"

Alfina’s murmur of "Ricardo…" caught my attention, but I first made a preemptive move against the potential spy. Seeing Noel’s situation, I knew I could not afford to be lax with information security. Even now, I had to assume she had arrived a step ahead of us to gather any intelligence she could.

Her communications with the Empire were likely being strictly managed at the ducal house where she was staying, but it would be impossible to prevent every leak.

"Oh my, such a formal way of speaking. We are going to be research partners, so do you not think you could be a little more relaxed?"

*Well, during our first meeting, I was sort of representing the kingdom, and besides, I was half-mad because you had abducted Mia. I do not normally have such a complete disregard for my own safety.*

"Princess Maytyl. Please consider your position… And, um, perhaps you are a little too close?"

Alfina, having rebooted, addressed Maytyl again. It seemed to me that her brows were slightly raised in displeasure. *No, Alfina is a person of virtue, unlike me. Surely she can handle this.*

"Ah, that is right. I heard that in the Kingdom, status is absolute. But do not worry about it. I am a captive. Besides, I am here because Ricardo invited me."

"Is that not somewhat incorrect? In the first place, you abducted Mia, which is why Ricardo-kun had to risk…"

The silver-blue-haired princess and the bright purple-haired imperial princess faced off. The air grew heavy. *Well, this is easier to deal with than having her pull rank on me. But what about my plan?*

"Well now. What are you going to do?" "What will you do, Senpai? Isn’t it time for the master strategist to make his move?"

*No, it’s because I’m terrible at this sort of thing that I asked Alfina. Once you delegate a task, the basics of management dictate that you watch over it in silence…*

Besides, it is not as if I have the skills to intervene between two girls on the verge of a squabble. *I am not just chickening out. This is an accurate assessment of my own abilities.*

"Oh, you’re all finally here. Come, come, let’s get started."

My savior was the voice of an old man from above. The master of the house was coming down from the second floor. There was none of the gravity you would expect from a great sage, a count, or even an elderly person. It was plain to see from his very footsteps to his expression that he was giddy with excitement.

For some reason, a tired-looking Leonard was behind him.

"Director. Please don’t go around carelessly revealing information…"

"I know, I know. It’s fine, I haven’t said anything about the tree rings."

*He says he hasn’t said anything, but something just slipped out of his mouth. See, Maytyl’s eyes instantly flicked from Alfina to us. And Alfina’s face falls, having been ignored.*

The piercing gazes of Rilka, Mia, and now Noel, were fixed on me. I suppose I have no choice.

"…W, well, why don’t we begin today’s meeting?"

I chose a tactical retreat. I would fall back to my own territory and regroup.

◇◇

We entered Fulsy’s room and took our seats. Unlike the last time I saw it, the room was tidy. Apparently, Mia and Noel had cleaned it after she returned. It seemed they had taken advantage of Fulsy’s emotional state upon her return.

I wonder how many days it will last, though. Unlike magic, the tidiness of this room is quite faithful to the second law of thermodynamics.

"By the way, Leonard-senpai, why are you here? Did the director make another unreasonable budget demand…?"

I asked Leonard, who had entered the room with us and was holding a pen like a scribe.

"I have been assigned to the Royal Magic Research Institute from the Chancellor’s Office."

"Is that so…"

At Leonard’s words, I could not help but look away. *A promising young man, demoted because of Fulsy.* My first impression of him was not great, but I felt a pang of guilt because he had gone through so much trouble liaising with the Chancellor’s Office about the research budget.

"Why are you looking at me with such pity? You know that the institute has an associated territory for its budget, right? It is in Kurtheite… the former territory of the Grand Duke of Kurtheite, which happens to be adjacent to my family’s land. Think of me as concurrently serving as its magistrate. As for the rest…"

"He is a minder from the Royal Palace. I won’t say for whom…"

Fulsy looked at me. *Well, it is a perfectly natural measure. The Chancellor would obviously want to keep tabs on what Maytyl and I are up to.*

"So, what is the agenda for today?"

"Yes, if you don’t decide on a course of action soon…"

Noel’s gaze was fixed on the two princesses sitting side by side. Alfina would try to speak to the unsociable Maytyl, only to be cut off with a word or two. And then Maytyl’s gaze would turn to me.

*So it is not about Alfina personally. She is simply not interested in anything but sorcery.*

"The territory north of the great river, between the Blood Mountains and the river itself, has become new land for the Kingdom. But as it stands, with wyverns flying about, it is of no use. Our goal is to combine the knowledge of magic and sorcery to make this place indispensable, not just for the Kingdom, but for the Empire as well."

I spread out a map. It was one that had been delivered along with the reparations. It was not very detailed. The first reason was likely that it was wyvern territory, and the second…

I placed my finger on the triangular plain wedged between the great river and the mountain range. Geographically, it was to the north-northeast of the Royal Capital.

"The ultimate goal is to build a city in this land to serve as a trade market for the Kingdom and the Empire, and as an observation base for the Blood Mountains. I will set aside the commercial aspects for now, but considering the recent abnormal fluctuations in the magic veins, observing the Blood Mountains is crucial."

My explanation was rather formal, full of justifications. Part of it was for Leonard’s benefit, but it was essential to appeal to both the Kingdom and the Empire by showing how useful the new territory could be. In a sense, we are surrounded by the Empire, the Kingdom, and magical beasts. Of course, I genuinely intend to make this place necessary for both nations. For our own self-preservation.

And the members gathered here are the ones needed to make that happen.

"The same old recklessness." "She’s starting another reckless venture…" "I’m worried that Ricardo-kun is going to do something reckless again…" "…"

Fulsy, Noel, and Alfina spoke. Mia was silent.

"Well, the objective is fine. So, what specifically are we going to do?"

Maytyl said.

"I have a few things in mind. But for now, I suppose the immediate goal is to use the director’s magic-measuring antenna and the Empire’s sorcery techniques to develop a method for obtaining more detailed information on the magic veins."

"Hmm, I have no objection to that," Fulsy said.

"As long as it’s something we can do," added Noel. *Don’t worry, if you two can’t do it, I’m convinced no one can.*

"That is why I am here. Of course, I will not give away knowledge or technology for free. It is strictly an exchange. For information that I find interesting. For example, about those two types of magic catalysts, and the method of drawing circuits with them."

Maytyl stated. *I seem to recall her trying to get information from Noel for free just a little while ago.*

"Unfortunately, topics directly related to such applications will have to wait until we have made more progress. First, I would like to align our information on the most basic of basics, the magic veins."

Magic and sorcery are the same in that they both use magical power. But my guess is that each has its own area of expertise. As Fulsy’s antenna demonstrates, we are superior in the precision and sensitivity of detecting magic. On the other hand, the Empire should know about magical domains that are difficult for the Kingdom to detect.

By combining these two fields of knowledge, we can advance our fundamental understanding of magic itself. In other words, we will start with basic research into the science of magic.
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			"That's rather abstract. And a bit underwhelming. Can you be more specific?"

"I believe the strength of magic isn't just a simple scale of strong versus weak. It's not just about quantity, but also an element I'm calling wavelength."

"That's also known as the density of magic," Fulsy added.

The magic-sensing paper was monochrome. The strength of magic simply appeared as density. But...

"Yes, magic does have that element. You're talking about color, aren't you? What of it?" Maytyl said.

*Just as I expected. Now, I just need to confirm if the principle behind those colors is what I think it is.*

"First, I want you to see this."

I took out something I had prepared beforehand. It was a crystal cut into a triangular prism. A prism. Since I can't handle magic myself, I have no choice but to explain using things that I can see.

I received a magnifying glass from Fulsy, and from Noel, a plate of Sorcery Gold with a thin slit cut into it, which I had asked for in advance.

I opened the west-facing window to let in the light. *This world's rotation is the same as Earth's, huh. Or maybe I just think of the direction the sun rises as 'east'.*

Using the magnifying glass, I focused the gathered light onto the slit, narrowing the beam before passing it through the prism. The light emerging from the prism created a seven-colored rainbow on a white stone slate.

"Light that appears white at a glance is actually made up of a combination of many different colors of light, like this. It separates based on the different refractive indices of the crystal for each wavelength. This is a property of the wave known as light."

After explaining this much, I realized my audience wasn't following. They were all staring blankly.

"Again, you just casually drop some knowledge no one's ever heard of," Noel said.

"You've seen a rainbow, right? It's the same principle. That's also created when light is refracted and separated by water vapor in the air, like a mist."

"That's what I mean, please don't explain the origin of rainbows so casually," Noel said.

"The crucial part comes next. The spectrum... this rainbow pattern... differs depending on the source of the light. Conversely, by examining this spectrum, we can understand the properties of the thing emitting it."

"You're trying to say that magic is the same," Maytyl said, her expression turning serious.

Yes, the Empire should be more advanced when it comes to the color of magic.

I looked at the edge of the rainbow created by the prism, next to the color violet. It's invisible to the human eye, but this is where ultraviolet light exists. In other words, it's light that humans cannot perceive but has higher energy than the visible light they can. For example, insects that gather nectar can see ultraviolet light, allowing them to see patterns on flowers that are invisible to humans.

"Of course, it will require verification. But if we could analyze such patterns, the amount of information we could gain from observing magic veins would increase dramatically."

In short, a spectrum analysis of magic. This was my proposal. Maytyl thought for a long moment before speaking.

"I have something to confirm. Since you possess no magic, you should only be able to see the light that appears as an indirect manifestation of magic, not the magic itself. You shouldn't be able to perceive the color of magic like we can. Even we can't perceive it as clearly as the rainbow you just made. And yet, you speak of something beyond the colors. What is your basis for this?"

Her quick understanding is a great help. *Well, explaining that all things in this world are waves... is probably a bit much. I don't have the knowledge to explain it myself, anyway.*

"I definitely can't see it. But I have two reasons for thinking this way. Both of them come from observing the Empire's movements."

"Oh...?"

"One is the slime mold... the Castle-Eating Worm that the Empire spread throughout the kingdom. Those worms were drawn to the magic emitted by the lumber brought from the Empire. I suspect they recognize the magic wavelength pattern of their homeland, like the scent of home, so to speak. In other words, miasma, which is a jumble of different kinds of magic, has regional differences in which color components are stronger. Am I wrong?"

"...We say that those worms decide where they're going based on the nature of magic, the color of the miasma. You are correct about that," Maytyl said, nodding cautiously.

"The other is the special magic crystal the Empire was using. It's not just that its magic is strong, but that it stores a concentrated form of a specific color of magic, isn't it? Something that normal magic-sensing can't fully capture."

This was information from the Director. It registers on measuring devices, but is difficult for mages to perceive.

"That's right. With the kingdom's technology, you might only be able to determine its strength. We learned of it using a material that reacts to magic from a specific magical source. We call that magic crystal 'Crimson'."

*So it's like a substance that only reacts to ultraviolet light. Is it called Crimson because it's denser than normal magic? Even with light, there are phenomena where wavelength is more important than the total amount of energy. A famous example is Einstein's Nobel Prize-winning work explaining the photoelectric effect.*

*No matter how many weak photons, red light, you hit a metal with, you can't knock out any electrons. But if you hit it with even a few strong photons, ultraviolet light, electrons are ejected. That's because in the microscopic world, when photons and electrons collide, it's a one-to-one relationship.*

"...You're being awfully straightforward. What happened to our information exchange?"

Maytyl's knowledge was just what I'd hoped for, but for her to state it so plainly was almost unsettling.

"Because... there seems... to be no point... in hiding it. But an exchange is an exchange. You'll have to tell me what you know about the magic veins, too."

"I understand. We'll tell you how we investigated the Empire's long-term magic vein fluctuations."

I glanced at Fulsy.

"That's it, that's what I want to know. I was honestly horrified when the kingdom showed us patterns of magic veins from ancient times that even we didn't know about. It was like you could see right through the Empire's efforts to build up its power. How did you do that?"

"Director, if you would."

I nodded to the Director. Fulsy took out the magic-sensing paper and a tree-ring sample. It was the rest of the sample he had set aside during the slime mold monster incident. Under Fulsy's hand, the magic pattern of the tree rings was projected onto the magic-sensing paper.

"To think a record was left in the trees... How about that. So we're the ones who went out of our way to teach you, is that it?"

"Just bad luck," I said.

"This is definitely not luck. You have a theoretical basis for every single explanation."

At Maytyl's words, Fulsy and Noel nodded in agreement.

"I'm glad you're convinced. Then let's get back to specifics."

What we had been doing until now was creating a simple graph with time on the horizontal axis and the strength of magic on the vertical axis. What I wanted to know from now on was the spectrum of magic at each of those points in time. For that, we would need new technology.

"What I want everyone to work on is a device to measure the strength of magic for each wavelength, for each color. I think that's a decent first objective, don't you?"

"The first objective...? What you're talking about is nothing less than elucidating the fundamental properties of magic..." Maytyl said, her expression one of bewilderment.

"Is that not enough? Magic vein fluctuation is, in essence, the fluctuation of magic. To understand it, I thought we'd need an analysis based on a more detailed understanding."

Whether in magic or sorcery, application took precedence over fundamentals. Even on Earth, the idea that pure scientific principles could be directly linked to technology and commerce didn't become widespread until the 19th century at best. That was likely why Fulsy's measurement techniques hadn't received much attention until now.

"It's the opposite. This is a completely new method for analyzing magic, the very foundation of sorcery. I nearly forgot about that outrageous magic circuit you showed us in Kurtheite!" Maytyl shook her head vigorously.

"...She's not as used to him as we are," Fulsy muttered.

"...I feel a little sorry for her. Though it feels hollow for me to say it, since I'm caught up in this too," said Noel.

It was good that the atmosphere had relaxed a little at my expense.

I possess a system of scientific knowledge that doesn't exist here. I'm merely applying concepts that someone in my original world came up with. My actual specs are probably the lowest of anyone here.

Leonard had a troubled look on his face. His pen had been starting and stopping repeatedly for a while now. Alfina was diligently taking notes. That was her outstanding virtue. Whether it was honey or carriages, she always tried to properly understand knowledge that was completely foreign to a princess. I couldn't count the number of times that had helped me.

"But the idea that 'the components of magic can be separated' based on the principle of magical density is still just a hypothesis, isn't it?" said Maytyl, having regained her composure.

"You're absolutely right. We have to verify if we can separate the components of magic, just as I did with light just now."

"What do you need?"

"A material that refracts magic."

I held up the prism. Magic was special in many ways. It passed right through glass, so prisms and lenses were useless. We had actually found something among the magic catalysts that seemed to have that property, but the effect vanished once it was extracted.

"I have an idea. The materials from the dragon subjugated in the kingdom, are the eyes still intact?"

"We are not accustomed to handling them. They should be untouched," Fulsy replied.

"Have them prepared. I'll give instructions on how to process the surface to match the measuring device we'll actually be building. ...I wonder if we have enough materials. The luggage I could bring here was severely restricted, you know," Maytyl said resentfully.

There was no way the kingdom would let the Empire's greatest Magus bring in whatever she wanted. And the Empire probably felt the same way.

"Well, I'll say this was more than I expected for a start," Maytyl said, but she smiled with satisfaction.

"Right, while we're at it, tell me about that special magic crystal, Crimson. Where can I get it?"

"Too bad. That's not the kind of information I can just give you 'on the side'. Regarding that... let's see, I'll tell you in exchange for the recipe for that magic catalyst of yours."

"I think we've provided a fair bit of information already."

"Oh? What I heard was just a hypothesis, wasn't it? I'm helping you prove it, so I'd say the balance is perfectly fair."

Information about a vital resource wouldn't come easily, I supposed. Well, I had gotten the information I needed for the time being.

I watched Fulsy gleefully peppering Maytyl with questions about the dragon materials, and Noel watching them nervously from behind.

I had wondered how this would go, but I think I could call it a fine start.
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			On the opposite side of the room, in front of the stone slate, the magic team and the others were discussing the magic analysis device. Fulsy was there, of course, and even a terrified Noel was somehow managing to hold a conversation with Maytyl.

"I thought this would be a disaster at first, but it seems we've managed for now."

I let out a breath by the window. I couldn't let my guard down, but it looked like we could get by if I kept things steered toward technical objectives. Once the real work began, I, who cannot handle magic, would only be in the way.

Now then, to ensure the magic team and the others can focus on the technical problems, I have to fulfill my role as coordinator. This is a joint research project that crosses not just company lines but national borders. There are countless subtle yet crucial issues to handle.

"Senior Leonard."

I called out to the Chancellor's second son, who was silently letting his pen fly across the paper. Leonard subtly covered his documents. The characters I glimpsed were scrawled, likely notes for a report. There were a great many of them, a testament to his hard work.

"I will be reporting the full contents of this meeting to the Chancellor's Office. I trust there are no issues with that."

"Of course," I replied solemnly. *Truthfully, he doesn't even need to ask permission. An official observer's position is a powerful one. Or rather, you can't be an observer without being powerful. It may be a tragedy that Yoshitsune, the seemingly invincible general of the Genpei War, was brought to ruin by his military supervisor, Kajiwara Kagetoki, but it’s hardly a surprising turn of events.*

Besides, given Leonard’s position, he would report it even if I said no.

"I'll ask just in case. Was there anything that seemed problematic? I'm not very well versed in politics."

"...Not as far as I understand. ...However, I have one question."

Tension crossed Leonard's face.

"Today's discussion focused on research for observing the magic veins. But that won't be enough to liberate the new territories from the monsters, will it?"

"As you'd expect, I believe it's still too early to discuss that particular matter."

We spoke, glossing over the crucial details. Leonard’s point was perfectly valid. An observation device cannot repel a swarm of wyverns. The development of magic technology is, of course, directly linked to the development of weapons. That is why Maytyl is so fixated on my magic semiconductor.

That was why, at the outset, I presented a fundamental objective like clarifying the nature of magic. If we focused solely on observing the magic veins, no one would lose anything. For the Empire, which is far closer to the magic veins than the Kingdom, the benefits are significant.

Of course, this is about magic, the foundation of both the Kingdom's magic and the Empire's sorcery. Any progress in understanding it will ripple through everything. For instance, it connects directly to Fulsy's antenna, which is to say, radar. But the Kingdom, which relies less on sorcery weapons, stands to benefit more from this than the Empire, whose reliance is much greater.

I explained as much to Leonard.

"Understood. I will report to the Chancellor's Office your policy of proceeding cautiously with the observation of magic veins as the primary objective."

For the time being, there is no conflict of interest between the Kingdom and me. But as this research progresses, a situation where our interests no longer align could arise in the future.

"You've worked hard, Ricardo-kun. ...I'm sorry. I wasn't of any help, was I?"

As I moved away from Leonard, Alfina approached me.

"Not at all, I was the one who asked something so difficult of you."

Seeing Alfina's apologetic expression pained me. *Considering what just happened, the problem was clearly on the other side.*

"I believe that if I could understand your earlier explanation more thoroughly, I could converse a bit more with Princess Maytyl. With that said, could you please teach me about the rainbow you mentioned earlier?"

Alfina opened her notebook. *She’s almost too good of a person.*

The notes she’d taken on her lap were filled with neat characters. She hadn’t just copied things down. I could tell she was truly trying to understand. She had recorded the information, thought about it herself, organized what she didn't understand, and even listed potential questions. *This is an application of the Sky-Rain-Umbrella method I taught her...*

"Of course. Try to think of it like waves in water..."

I explained it as clearly as I possibly could. Alfina was honest, admitting what she didn't understand, and straightforward. She was a pleasure to teach. On top of that, she would look up at me with such respect in her eyes.

*Well, as someone with knowledge from a past life, I do feel a certain guilt.*

*...Putting that last part aside, while she may not have any extraordinary talents, she might be well-suited to be an educator. From what I hear from Mia, she’s apparently a good teacher in their study group, too.*

"Hey, Ricardo. I have a lot of things I want to ask, too."

Maytyl, who must have moved away from the stone slate at some point, cut in.

"Princess Maytyl. Um, right now I'm..."

"Oh, I waited for you to reach a stopping point. Besides, do you truly understand the value of Ricardo's knowledge? A moment ago, you were just marveling at his words and didn't utter a single one yourself."

Maytyl glanced at Alfina's notes. It was true, I had just finished answering her last question. Alfina cast her eyes downward.

"At this rate, it seems you just happened to be on the same wavelength as the ancient magic tool. It looks like when it came to the prophecy, you were just saved by Ricardo. Am I wrong?"

"That's not—"

"It is alright. It's true that Ricardo-kun has helped me time and again. That is precisely why I want to be useful as his partner."

Alfina stopped me, then looked Maytyl straight in the eyes. *Hmm, since I left the task of communicating with Maytyl to Alfina, perhaps I shouldn't interfere.*

"In any case, if you're finished, I'd like you to let me have Ricardo. Besides..."

Maytyl opened her palm. There, like on the arm of that horse-dragon rider, was a sorcery circuit. It was much smaller, but the color suggested it was the same thing.

"You have questions for me too, don't you, Ricardo?"

*She’s right. I actually want Alfina to hear this as well, but...* I recalled Alfina's fixation on the crystal before we entered the lab.

"You're right, I do want to ask about the symptom the Empire's horse-dragon knight displayed. Since we'll all be handling magic in various forms from now on, it concerns every one of us."

"...I see. I understand. Thank you, Ricardo-kun."

Alfina stood up. Maytyl wasted no time in taking the seat Alfina had vacated. Her lonely-looking figure as she walked away bothered me, but Alfina and I live under the same roof. My time to interact with Maytyl, on the other hand, is limited.

"So, what do you want to ask about this?"

"First is the depth of the pattern. To put it bluntly, would it not work if it were just drawn on the skin?" I raised my voice, conscious of Leonard.

It was like a tattoo, with the pigment injected deep into the skin, into the dermis. That was to make it permanent, of course, but that likely wasn't the only reason. Considering the symptoms of the Empire's horse-dragon riders, implanting a circuit inside the body must carry a significant risk.

"Yes, even for those with an aptitude, the surface of human skin has its limits for conducting magic. And then there's the problem of controlling the circuit..."

Maytyl explained. *The surface of the skin is made of dead cells. That's probably related.* I continued to question Maytyl.

"...So, if the sorcery semiconductor I showed you could be used to transfer the sorcery circuits meant to be carved into the human body onto a magic tool instead, that symptom wouldn't occur, or would at least be reduced."

"That's right. You get it. And that's not all."

"The pattern on the arm absorbs the differences in aptitude. In other words, if we can miniaturize the sorcery circuits and process more information on the magic tool's side, the number of people who can use horse-dragons or sorcery staves will increase."

I spoke while watching from a distance as Leonard's pen moved ever faster. *I have no intention of hiding this. I already explained that for the time being, we won't be touching efficiency improvements for circuits that are directly linked to weapons development.*

"You really can't keep a secret, can you," Maytyl said with an exasperated look. I, for my part, had gained a great deal. *Just as I thought, it’s problematic for the human body to continuously receive uncontrolled magic. That problem is related to distance. Carving it directly into the body is the most dangerous path. The Empire had no choice but to adopt such a dangerous technology to counter the threat of monsters.*

By that standard, the Kingdom's magic tools are safe. But that assumes a similar level of magical intensity.

"I can't wait for our next meeting. If you make progress without me, you'll pay for it." I nodded to Maytyl as she was hurried along by a retainer from the ducal house where she was staying.

With Maytyl's departure, the tension in the room eased. Noel was especially relieved, and Leonard was next. It seems he hasn't noticed the "concern" that I don't want known at this stage.

My reason for being so particular about magic wavelengths isn't just about the Blood Mountains.

*If I think according to my hypothesis about magic, that it's a form of information processing, then the power of the prophetic crystal is far too strong. The crystal handles the incredible information known as prophecy. And there's an extremely close relationship between wavelengths and the acquisition and transmission of information. That relationship, which one might associate with light, is not a comforting one.*

*I actually asked Fulsy and Euphillia to gather information on the lifespans of past Oracle Princesses. But the records themselves are incomplete, and the further back you go, the harder it becomes to tell who was genuine and who was a fraud. On top of that, there's no baseline data, like average life expectancy statistics from insurance, to compare against. At the very least, no one had died at an extremely young age, and even with the incomplete data, there was no significant difference in their lifespans compared to other royals. That said, it seems there were quite a few other royals whose recorded cause of death was questionable.*

*Looking at the Imperial prisoners, individual differences based on aptitude are large. Alfina is highly compatible with the crystal. From an objective standpoint, there is currently no data to indicate any danger.*

*Still, I will remain cautious. Alfina has felt unwell at least twice when a prophecy has appeared. Although she recovered quickly each time, it remains a cause for concern.*

*Honestly, I don't want her anywhere near that crystal until I properly understand what's going on. But ironically, the prophetic crystal has played a major role. To put it in extreme terms, it's a matter of national security versus a personal, and possibly groundless, fear. Besides, Alfina herself would never agree.*

*And another prophecy might appear. Furthermore, if the worst-case scenario I'm envisioning occurs, that the fluctuations in the magic veins grow even larger, Alfina's contact with the crystal will only increase.*

*If we can observe the Blood Mountains, the very source of the magic veins, by analyzing the magic spectrum, we might be able to respond to the calamities in the prophecies more quickly. We could shorten the time Alfina has to be in contact with the crystal.*

*We might even be able to analyze the crystal itself. Ultimately, I want to automatically extract at least the general timing and direction from the crystal. That would, at a minimum, reduce her contact time. If it comes to it, I might even be able to free her from her duty as the Oracle Princess.*
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			"So this is the bean confection Lisabet was talking about. For something from the Kingdom, it's not bad."

Maytyl spoke after tasting the yokan.

"Thank you very much."

Natalie, who had come to deliver the yellow sugar for the culture medium, bowed so deeply her head nearly touched her knees. We were all having tea with the yokan Natalie had brought as a gift.

*Still, she's got some discerning taste to appreciate yokan. Most people look down on anything made from beans.*

"In the Empire, wheat is a luxury item," Maytyl explained. "It's common to eat bread baked with a mix of beans or buckwheat."

Her comment surprised everyone around her. It was difficult for those in the Kingdom to imagine an imperial princess eating coarse grains.

*That reminds me, they served galettes when I visited Lisabet at the Imperial Residence. Lisabet seemed to like the yokan, too. Their food culture must be different from the wheat-centric Kingdom. Now I'm craving some soba. Maybe I should just import some from the Empire. No, that's a non-starter. It's pointless without soy sauce.*

"Ricardo-kun and the others worked very hard to make this," Alfina explained to Maytyl, recounting the story of how the yokan was made.

"I heard a little about it from Lisabet, but I see you have this kind of knowledge as well, Ricardo."

"Princess Maytyl, Natalie is the one who struggled with the anko. If anything, I was the one whose approach was mistaken. Thanks to Alfina-sama, I was able to make up for it with the ice cream."

"But I... It was you who taught me the Sky-Rain-Umbrella method, Ricardo-kun," Natalie said, flustered.

I had spoken quickly. Natalie was the developer of the anko, and back then, I had clearly made a mistake as a merchant. It was Alfina who gave me the opportunity to realize it.

"Speaking of which, I heard you served that anko on top of a cold dessert at Lisabet's welcome party. That sounds very interesting. Say, Ricardo, aren't you going to let me try some?"

"...Princess Maytyl. That dessert is better when the weather is a bit warmer. Besides, it's very time consuming to make."

"Oh? The Kingdom feels quite warm to me. And wasn't it winter when Lisabet had it? Besides, you're the one who made him prepare something so time consuming, aren't you? Ah, or perhaps it's something that requires your permission."

Maytyl looked back and forth between Alfina and me, as if probing for something.

"N-No, that's not it, but..."

Alfina faltered, and Natalie looked at me with a troubled expression. The conversation about ice cream chilled the room.

"This tea is nice, too. It pairs well with the simple flavor. The food in the Kingdom can be so pretentious."

Maytyl nonchalantly brought the green tea to her lips. Though her manners were refined, she ate as if she truly enjoyed it. *Hmm, maybe as a future export to the Empire... This is not the time for that.*

I looked to the other members for help. Noel had secured a seat the furthest away. Fulsy was acting completely uninvolved. Mia let out a small sigh.

"So, with that in mind, I'd very much like to try an ice cream with the flavor of this tea."

As I was being bombarded with looks from everyone telling me to do something, Maytyl pressed her demand even further.

".........How about after the prototype we're starting on today is finished?"

"Hmph. Well, that will do."

From her seat further away, Noel nodded in agreement with Mia. I could guess what they were thinking just from their expressions.

*I'm not being played. Not at all. If this is what it takes to get her motivated, it's a small price to pay. In fact, getting an Imperial Princess to work for a bit of ice cream could be considered a victory in negotiations.*

"I suppose I'll have to work hard, then."

Maytyl ate the last slice and stood up. Noel hurriedly followed after her as she left the room. Fulsy also rose to his feet.

"Alfina-sama, you have to be at the cathedral now, don't you?" I asked the remaining Alfina. She had probably gone out of her way to stop by when she should have gone straight there.

".........Ah! ...Yes, that's right."

*It's been a week since the last time. The interval for her "I'm okay" signal hasn't shortened.*

"Please, be careful..."

"I know. But Ricardo-kun, you're the one in a difficult position. I'm sorry that I can't be more helpful when I'm the one who should be mediating."

"Just knowing that you're concerned for me is encouraging, Alfina-sama. I never know what kind of mess I'll make without realizing it. By the way, have you noticed anything?"

When it comes to interpersonal relationships, I always give myself a failing grade.

"...No. I am a little worried, but you're acting as you always do, Ricardo-kun. It's just that Princess Maytyl..."

"Princess Maytyl?"

*My "always" is a little unsettling, but is there a problem with Maytyl? It's obvious to me that there is, but what I see and what Alfina sees must be completely different. That's how advanced and specialized communication skills are. Or so I'd say.*

"Ricardo. You should consider Her Highness's feelings a little more—"

"Clau. I am the one responsible here. Ricardo-kun, please just continue as you are for a little while longer."

Alfina smiled as she said this to me. Then she left the room, accompanied by a glaring Claudia. *Putting too much of a burden on Alfina is a problem. The prophecies alone should be more than enough for her to deal with.*

◇◇

"As planned, I want to build a prototype to verify if it's possible to separate magic by wavelength, or by color."

Fulsy, Noel, Mia, and our guest expert from abroad, Maytyl. I once again confirmed our objective. Everyone nodded. When it comes to magic, they're all obedient and cooperative. ...Well, that's better than the alternative, I suppose.

"The necessary components are a magic source, a prism to refract the magic, and a magic detecting sensor. We'll arrange them just like the rainbow of light we saw before."

I continued my explanation while drawing the diagram from the prism experiment on the slate.

"First, for the magic source, we can use a magic crystal, so that's fine. The problem is the prism equivalent."

I looked at Maytyl.

"What's the status of the Dragon Crystal?"

"It has been prepared," Fulsy answered for her. He took a round, transparent object wrapped in cloth from a wooden box. It was about the size of a softball. A Dragon Crystal. Apparently, it was literally the crystalline lens from a dragon's eye. *I see, the eye of a magical beast that can see the color of magic veins. That makes sense.*

"I'm not a specialist when it comes to processing, so I'll need your help. Noel, you're an alchemist, correct?"

"Y-Yes," Noel replied.

"I see. With the Kingdom's number one alchemist here, we should be fine. I'm counting on you."

"...Not the Kingdom's number one. Y-Yes, I'll do my best."

Noel stood ramrod straight, like a subordinate. I wish she'd show a little more of the dignity she has as a lab senior.

"Finally, we need a sensor to measure the magic."

"The magic-sensing paper should suffice," Fulsy said, taking out a sheet of black paper.

"The paper that detects magic from before. Let's see..."

"If you touch that carelessly..."

"What is this? It's amazing. It changed color even though I wasn't consciously doing anything."

Maytyl's eyes widened as she looked at the magic-sensing paper, now marked with her fingerprints. *Do you have any idea how much that costs?*

"All that's left is the stand to mount everything. Can I leave that to you too, Noel?"

"A-Alchemy has its limits, you know," Noel said, her wariness on full display.

*Why is she warier of me than she was of Maytyl? Don't worry, it's simpler than the micropipette.*

I drew a crude schematic on the slate. It was basically a platform with holes drilled in it at regular intervals. Then, round rods that fit into the holes, and parts that could be attached to the rods to adjust the angle and position with screws.

Precise adjustments of subtle distances and angles are crucial for this kind of experiment. I designed it by recalling the equipment we used for a quantum eraser experiment in a university class from my previous life.

"How interesting," Maytyl commented.

"It's a simple enough mechanism, right?"

"It is. But... you're so thorough about designing it to make trial and error easy."

"Well, repeating mistakes is what ordinary people do."

"Jokes aside. Are you only going to measure the magic crystal?" Maytyl brushed my words aside.

*It's no joke. This way of thinking was beaten into me through repeated failure. I finished making more mistakes than you have years in your life long before you were even born.*

Anyway, this was a matter where I needed to draw out Maytyl's knowledge. The first thing we needed to measure was something the Kingdom didn't have.

"No, I want to compare a normal magic crystal with the Empire's Crimson Magic Crystal. So, I'd like to know more about the Crimson Magic Crystal."

"In exchange for the method of making that magic catalyst, as promised. By the way, as a captive, there's a chance I won't make it back to my country alive no matter how many secrets I learn. So, you first."

"The Kingdom has no reason to go to war with the Empire again. ...I understand. The preparations should be ready downstairs."

*To be honest, I was hesitant, but the secret to a high energy magic resource is undoubtedly a heavy one. Besides, considering the prophecy's crystal, I absolutely want to gain knowledge about high energy magic.*
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			"So you're finally going to tell me the secret of that Magic Catalyst. What does sugar have to do with making a catalyst from dirt? I can't imagine it at all."

Urged on by Maytyl, we moved to the first floor biology lab, my own mental nickname for it.

Vinaldira was in the lab, pipette in hand. It seemed she had "lost" the fierce battle with Sherry over who would get the role.

"Just in case, don't touch anything unless we say so. No repeats of what happened with the Magic-sensing Paper."

To be safe, I would be the one to inoculate the bacteria. Incidentally, the petri dishes were already prepared, like on a cooking show. Vinaldira would take over the pigment extraction.

With a practiced hand, Vinaldira finished extracting the IG-1.

"And that's the procedure, Your Imperial Highness."

Vinaldira spoke with a tense expression. Maytyl stared at the green test tube Vinaldira gently swirled, blinking her eyes. She shook her head. Then she looked up to the heavens. And then...

"I was tricked. Tricked. Tricked. I was tricked!!"

Maytyl glared at me.

"I don't think I showed you anything disappointing. Hey, don't tell me you think this isn't a fair trade."

I planned to keep the technology for connecting the Magic Catalyst to semiconductors a closely guarded secret, but showing her the entire process for making one catalyst instead of just a part of it was a huge bonus.

"Of course it's not. What is this method? Are you saying countless types of Mucus, each one invisible to the naked eye, exist in the soil? Fine. Whatever. I suppose if you say it's like mold spores floating in the air, then it must be so. But then you purely isolate hundreds of them into a Colony? And test tens of thousands of samples in a single day. The very concept is fundamentally absurd."

"Uh, yeah."

I took a slight step back. Well, this world has alcohol, so they do unknowingly make use of microorganisms.

"When you hear that you can get a Magic Catalyst from dirt, you'd normally think of extracting it from a huge amount of soil, right. You'd think that if there was a catalyst potent enough to be found that way, we would have noticed it by now."

"Ah, yeah, I guess you would."

Normally, you'd imagine something like smelting metal from a mine.

"That's why I believed you. What was that about a 'material that only exists in the Kingdom.' I should have just kidnapped you and Mia. You could get all sorts of catalysts from the Empire's soil, as many as you want. If we used Horse-Dragons, we could even get soil from deep within the magic veins..."

Maytyl closed the distance I had put between us, standing on her toes to bring her eyes level with mine.

"Wh, what is it."

"I thought this when I heard the principle of the spiral flame, too."

Still on her toes, Maytyl stared intently into my eyes. She was close. So close I could almost feel the Imperial Princess's breath on my face.

"Those eyes of yours. Are they really the same as ours? They're not some kind of special magic tool, are they." Ah, I see. She realized my knowledge is closely tied to the microscopic world. She really is clever.

"I don't have any magic. Even if it were a magic tool, I wouldn't be able to use it."

Sorry to disappoint, but my eyes don't come with an electron microscope function.

"That's true."

Maytyl finally moved away from me. Please, remember your station. You're making Vinaldira stand there with her jaw dropped.

"Besides, I wasn't lying. The Mucus that produces that material might only exist in the Kingdom. And more importantly, we make it look easy now, but we struggled quite a bit to establish this method. Right, Vinaldira."

I said. The finer details, like pH adjustments, were a secret.

"Yes. We did struggle, I think."

Vinaldira looked at the pipette in her hand. Maytyl's eyes lit up. Her hands began to move restlessly.

"That piece of lab equipment. A pipette, it's so much more than a simple pipette. With just one of these, think how much our materials research would advance. Combined with that Magic-sensing Paper, we could run hundreds of experiments even with materials we can only obtain in tiny amounts. Ah, yes. This is another idea that presumes trial and error."

"Merchants are cost conscious."

I'm not some witch, just tossing ingredients into a big pot and stirring with a stick. There's no telling how much money that would cost. The Kingdom doesn't have materials in that kind of quantity.

"Precise operation and the technology to measure the results are the foundation of all experiments, aren't they."

It just goes to show how important Fulsy's and Noel's skills are.

"Normally, you wouldn't be this thorough. Hey, Ricardo. Won't you really come to the Empire. I'll make you a Duke. All you have to do is marry me."

Maytyl said something terrifying.

"I can't have people suspecting me of colluding with the Empire. And like I said, your station..."

"I wonder how Lady Alfina keeps you tied down."

Maytyl seemed to be seriously contemplating how to poach me. She was going to get herself killed before she could return to the Empire. And I would be dragged down with her.

Besides, imitating Alfina is impossible. Alfina, back when I was just the son of a copper merchant, with no ulterior motives whatsoever...

"More importantly, look, I told you about the Magic Catalyst as promised. Next is the talk about the crimson Magic Crystal, right."

I forcefully changed the subject. In any case, if I'm crossing the great river, I'll do it with my head held high. I have no desire to drown with a parting gift of arrows in my back.

I instructed Vinaldira to put away the pipette and the Magic Catalyst. Maytyl's gaze followed the green test tube with longing, but with a single sigh, she turned back to me. She was at a normal distance this time.

"That Magic Crystal is special. It doesn't come from the monsters in the Rubel Wald, nor from a normal Magic Crystal deposit. It's something far more precious."

"Could it be the core of a special monster, perhaps."

Fulsy leaned forward. She seemed more interested in the monster than the Magic Crystal.

"That's not it. A Magic Crystal taken from a monster, even one from a dragon, might be large and pure, but its color is no different from a normal monster's. But that Magic Crystal, its color itself is different."

I see, so the quality itself is different. I get that, but if it's not from a monster, then...

"The Empire has veins of Magic Crystals, correct. But..."

"Yes, and from normal veins we can only get Magic Crystals of the same color as monster cores. But deep within a magic vein, we found a Magic Crystal that was clearly different from the normal ones. This is it."

"Deep within a magic vein. The Blood Mountains?"

"Of course not. Even with Horse-Dragons, we can't venture into the Blood Mountains. It's a place at high altitude within a magic vein, near the traces of a large amount of dark colored magic. The location is a secret, of course. Not that the Kingdom could ever reach it even if you knew. For now..."

"And that's cost effective?"

"Without that Magic Crystal, a battering ram of that scale... This is still a secret. I can't tell you about the sorcery formula for the magic circle unless we trade it for that circuit of yours."

Maytyl placed a finger to her lips.

The fact that its place of origin is different from a normal Magic Crystal, isn't that important information? If I recall, the altitude of a magic vein is generally proportional to the strength of the Miasma it produces.

"Is it something like highly concentrated magic that has crystallized?"

I asked, making an association with metallic ores.

"Some have thought so. In the Empire, it's said to be the core of an ancient dragon. That's probably because dragon bones are found lying around near the place it's mined, or there are markings that look like dragon patterns."

Dragon bones and patterns. Fossils? No, is the Magic Crystal itself a fossil? There are gems derived from living organisms, like amber. I think there were also gems made from ammonites. Since monster cores are Magic Crystals, it wouldn't be strange for a fossilized core to be unearthed. Earth's energy resources like oil and coal are fossils of the solar energy stored by ancient life forms.

So what's the difference from a normal Magic Crystal? The location they're found is different. But it's magic with energy so high that not even the dragons from the Blood Mountains can match it. I just can't picture it. It would be great if I could see one of those fossils.

"Well, not even we know what kind of monstrosities live in the depths of the current Blood Mountains."

"I suppose not."

What humans see from the Blood Mountains are dragons and wyverns with the ability to fly. Other monsters don't stray from the highly concentrated magic veins of the Blood Mountains.

"Come to think of it. When I first met Lady Alfina, you called her the Priestess of the Ancient Dragon's Eye. What did that mean?"

"That's a secret. It sounds like information that would sell for a very high price. I'm joking, don't glare at me like that."

"I'm not glaring."

"I told you, we don't even have proof of what the crimson Magic Crystal really is. Do you think I would know about a prophetic crystal that doesn't exist in the Empire?"

Maytyl shrugged. It didn't feel like she was dodging the question. Her logic was sound.

I just might have to investigate further back in the magic vein records. Though I have no idea how to find a sample from a geological time span.

◇◇

"Hah, is it over already. How boring."

Maytyl said at the lab's entrance. Her gaze was turned toward the biology lab, as if she was reluctant to leave. She looked like a child whose toy had been taken away.

Well, seeing as the boss of this research institute is the biggest problem child of all, it was a bit late to point that out. Just a little while ago, he had been hovering behind Noel, who was sweating nervously as she made a die for processing according to Maytyl's instructions. He was doing this while proceeding with an experiment on the exposure conditions of the Magic-sensing Paper based on distance.

He could have passed for a grandfather anxiously watching his grandchild's arts and crafts project, but if his line of sight had strayed even a little, things would have gotten dangerous.

"Hey, can't you extend my time here just a little longer?"

"You should be grateful I'm letting you run free even just inside the lab. I'll think about it when we have some proper results."

At my words, Maytyl gave a bold smile. "Oh?"

"Compared to letting you run free, I'm nothing at all."

From behind, I heard Noel's laughter, as if she couldn't hold it in any longer. It seems she's warmed up a bit, which is good.

"The parts will be ready next, so we can finally begin the magic wavelength experiment."

"Yes. I'm looking forward to it. There's also the matter of the ice cream."

Maytyl kept looking back at the lab as she returned to the waiting carriage.

Both Fulsy and Maytyl. I just don't understand the mindset of a true researcher. If I were to challenge an unknown phenomenon, the fear of failure would surely come first.

Maytyl said that I design my experimental systems on the premise of trial and error, and she's probably right.

A merchant should stick to his trade. Tomorrow is the meeting at the Food Guild headquarters to discuss the construction of the new city.
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			Surrounding the royal palace were rows of government offices and noble residences. Clinging to their outer perimeter stood the headquarters of various Commercial Guilds. Among them, the conspicuously large building was our very own Food Guild.

It might seem like a hotbed of special interest groups and lobbyists, and that's not entirely wrong. Frankly, considering the speed and accuracy of information transmission in this country, organizations of this sort can only be called a necessary evil.

While necessary, these necessary evils retain their inherently malicious nature, causing genuine harm. In other words, the organization becomes rigid, centered on the vested interest of information monopolization. It's fair to say that Dorefano and Calest Company were born as a result of this.

Personally, I believed that the information monopoly should be loosened somewhat. With the flashy change in leadership, cracks have appeared in the organization's rigidity, making now an opportune moment. However, thanks to the Empire attacking without reading the room, the plan was moved forward by more than ten years.

"Giverny Company aside, are Natoas Company considered new members of Central Garden, then?" Jean asked. His gaze was fixed on Natalie and Vinaldira.

As expected of an heir to generations of gold merchant companies, they carried themselves with dignity even within the Food Guild headquarters. While not strictly hereditary, if things went smoothly, they would also be heirs to the Guild Master.

Incidentally, this was my first time entering the headquarters. It wasn't that I was shirking my guild duties by leaving them to my father, it was simply that the chairman of a merchant company naturally handles the company's affairs. Well, after all the rather intense places I frequented during the war, I wouldn't be nervous in a mere guild headquarters, or so I thought.

For someone like me, my body stiffens unconditionally in new places. It's not a bug, it's a feature.

Fortunately, this meeting was centered around Central Garden, so I knew more people here.

"They are new members of the new Central Garden."

"I see."

"And Belmini and Plural Company are involved with her, Natalie-san, who is under Vinder Company, so I suppose that goes without saying." Jean said, looking at Sherry. Incidentally, Natalie and Vinaldira were surrounded by Jean's father, the Food Guild Master, and my own father. They seemed to be asking about Yellow Sugar.

"The sales of green tea are also gradually increasing. Since it's become an ultra-luxury item, paired with Yokan, the unit price is unbelievably high. My father treats the tea leaves like gold," Sherry said. With the wartime economy over, the economy must be returning to normal.

"That's amazing. Plural Company and Dalgan Company have also been promoted to gold merchant companies. No, since it's a project involving Ricardo, I shouldn't be surprised by just that."

"...Indeed," Sherry replied.

"Belmini will probably follow suit. Though it feels a bit awkward for one of our subsidiaries to be a gold merchant company." Come to think of it, Rilka and Sherry's families were under Kenwell Company. Kenwell Company would have to play a central role in this matter.

"My father wants to separate the Vinder Company-related business, and entrust it to me," Sherry said.

"That sounds like a lot of work."

"I can't let my younger brother stand on the front lines for Vinder Company." The topic was somehow veering in an odd direction.

"Speaking of which, thank you so much for your help during Mia's time."

"I didn't intend to help you depose the Second Prince, though. Well, if I had to choose between making an enemy of you or the Second Prince, the Second Prince was the lesser of two evils. Now, jokes aside, for the guild, restoring food trade with the Empire quickly is an urgent issue. I'm grateful that you pushed for the peace treaty. However, as a scheme for that, building a new city, and across the river at that, was quite a flashy move, even for you."

"Originally, it was a plan for ten, no, twenty years from now," I said. How many people had I given this excuse to? It wasn't me, it was the Empire's fault.

"Even as a twenty-year plan, to even conceive of such a thing... Well, in any case, I'm looking forward to today's explanation. You're far too late in stepping forward at the guild, you know."

"There's someone more suitable than me," I said, looking at my father. I'm unsuited for the task, someone who can't even consistently match faces to names. A suspicious, newly-emerged former copper merchant was cheerfully interacting with the established, traditional gold and silver merchant companies gathered at the guild.

"Indeed, it certainly doesn't suit you. After all..." Jean's eyes turned towards the entrance. The sound of numerous hooves approached the building.

"Summoning His Royal Highness the Crown Prince and the one and only Grand Duchess Bertold to the guild headquarters. Isn't that a bit too flashy as a performance for your guild debut? My father was clutching his head." Jean said. At his words, Sherry flinched, as if remembering something.

The merchants present all gathered at the entrance. Two carriages, guarded by a large number of knights, had arrived in front of the headquarters.

◇◇

"It is the greatest honor to welcome His Royal Highness the Crown Prince and Her Grace Grand Duchess Bertold to the guild headquarters." At Jean's father's voice, everyone knelt before their desks.

A raised platform had been prepared in the conference room, where two magnificent chairs, specially brought in, were placed. I heard that the chairs set out for us merchants were deliberately of a lower grade than those usually used in this conference room.

Of course, all participants had been searched for weapons at the conference room entrance. Come to think of it, Alfina wasn't here. I thought she would come with Euphillia.

"Just to be clear, why did you specifically call us here? Surely it would be natural for us to go and explain to a subordinate of His Royal Highness's subordinates."

"That was my intention. I said I would finalize things at the guild and then report, but it was His Royal Highness who insisted on being involved from the start. However, this project is meaningless unless it's merchant-led, isn't it? If you want to know more than a report can tell, I suggested you come here."

"You said that to the future King?"

"A knight I didn't recognize, standing beside His Royal Highness, almost drew his sword." I shrugged. If the triangular tip of the sword was just barely still in its scabbard, then "almost drew" should be accurate. I tried to say it as politely as possible, but as expected of Craig's chosen subordinates, they understood the meaning of my words perfectly.

Even now, one of them, protecting Craig's back, was giving me a wary look. It was misplaced resentment. Because...

"In other words, I find myself here today because my words were twisted against me." Yes, that's how it happened, with "Then let's do that. It would be good to see the Commercial Guild once."

"As always, you're talking about something that gives me a headache," Plural Company said. Next to her, Dalgan Company nodded. It was the first time I'd seen them since their graduation. I had been relying on Plural Company for Natalie's affairs, as well as Dalgan Company.

"Then let us hear the plan for the new city to be built north of the river. After all, Ricardo negotiated directly with the Empire to acquire it. I'm looking forward to seeing what kind of picture you'll paint this time."

He raised an already high bar to the absolute limit. At Craig's introduction, everyone's gaze concentrated on me.

"I will now state my thoughts on how to best utilize this new land, obtained through the efforts of His Majesty the King and all members of the Royalty, for the development of the kingdom." I stood up, bowed to Craig, and retorted.

Simply building a new city was a massive project. Furthermore, its location was virtually outside the country. The retreat to the kingdom was blocked by the river, to the west lay the Empire with which we had just been at war, and to the north and east were the Blood Mountains. Truce negotiations couldn't be made with magic beasts. The word "death trap" might not even be an overstatement. Well, if it weren't, such land wouldn't remain untouched.

After signaling Natalie, who was beside me, I stepped forward. I had asked her to assist me this time.

As I walked, I looked at the merchants gathered here, including Kenwell Company, Dalgan Company, and Plural Company.

These were the people who had agreed to invest capital and human resources in this death trap. Regardless of what I said to Craig or complained about the Empire, I bore responsibility towards them.

As I positioned myself next to the stone tablet, Natalie affixed a map to it. Yes, she was certainly more dignified than when she assisted Fulsy in the palace meetings. Vinaldira, seated next to the Natoas Company president, whom I had just met today, squeezed her friend's hands as if to encourage her.

I wished someone would encourage me. After all, the theme I had devised after much thought on how to explain things had turned out to be somewhat insane.

"If a new city were built between the Kingdom and the Empire, what would be the biggest product handled there?" I began with a question. When introducing a new topic, one must not start while the audience's minds are still confused. This would make each person ponder their own thoughts. It is human nature to instinctively think of an answer when asked a question.

Incidentally, in such a situation, if "my own questions" about the query swarm in one's mind, that's what defines someone with poor communication skills, like me. It truly shows I'm not suited to be a merchant.

"Would it be the grains the Empire needs? Or the minerals the Kingdom needs? Or perhaps a new product with which we currently have no trade with the Empire?" I continued my questioning, looking at each merchant. Given the candidates, each person began to narrow down their answers.

"None of them are correct. The biggest product handled in this city... is information." And then, I denied that in the next moment.

Everyone looked puzzled, hit with an unexpected answer. As merchants, they of course understood the importance of information. And important, highly fluid information is not treated as a commodity, it is kept secret.

"Let me explain specifically." Facing the audience, who had begun to murmur, I spoke. When bringing up a new topic, it's troublesome if the audience becomes confused on their own, but confusing them oneself can be a tactic. As long as it's used within limits, for a legitimate purpose.
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			"Let me explain in detail," I said.

First, I had obscured the issue with abstractions. Next, I would build upon that by laying out one by one the obvious, imaginable steps.

When I nodded at Natalie, she affixed a red mark to the opposite bank of the great river. It was at a bend in the river, facing a tributary that flowed into it from the Blood Mountains.

"Please imagine that a trade relay hub has been established here. As you can see by looking at the map, it is located in a place where routes from Kurtheite can be consolidated by using the Royal Capital, Bertold, and the great river. In other words, it is ideal for gathering goods. Next is people. For merchants from the Empire, this would be a land connection, and for people from the Kingdom, it would be their own country. There is a kind of neutrality here. This means it is perfect for merchants from different countries to conduct direct exchanges and business negotiations. Oh, and being far from the fussy Royal Capital is also a big plus, isn't it?"

Who was it that said inserting small jokes is fundamental to a presentation? Everyone looked at Craig with an awkward expression, didn't they? I really shouldn't try things I'm not used to.

"Ahem. By gathering people and goods, this city will be able to operate large-scale warehouses and grand trading houses for business negotiations. And if trade is entrusted to the merchants themselves, a vast amount of information that has not previously surfaced will be unleashed. This will lead to an increase in the variety of goods that can be exported. I also believe that the development of new products will become possible. Incidentally, as a mechanism to achieve this, we are considering holding events similar to the new carriage exhibition and explanatory sessions we conducted in the Royal Capital last year. As a result, even more people and goods will gather here."

At my words, the assembled members regained their composure. More efficient transportation of goods and more active business negotiations are benefits any merchant could imagine. More active information exchange as a result of that should also be within the realm of imagination. Merchants understand that information itself generates wealth.

"With a large number of people and goods gathering and interacting freely, unprecedented transactions can be concluded here. That is..."

I paused, cutting my words short, to allow the participants to brace for the next shock. Amidst their anxious faces, wondering what I would say next, I could see several expressions indicating, "Here we go again."

"That is, transactions that determine the future price of goods. A commodity futures market."

When I gave Natalie a signal, she affixed the next sheet of paper. It depicted many merchants bidding prices on certificates that listed commodity names and delivery dates, essentially standardized contracts. Comparing it to my memories of Earth, it was an auction or bidding venue. Incidentally, Vinaldira drew the picture.

"Simply put, it might be an open business negotiation. The most important information for commerce is 'when, for how much, and what quantity can be bought or sold.' The futures market creates that information."

I continued my explanation. For producers who make goods and consumers who use them, this means lower prices due to the swift resolution of supply and demand gaps, and new demand opening up due to the guarantee of stable supply. There are countless products that are technically possible but never realized because the supply is unstable.

The fact that rare specialty products and diverse meals, like those we presented at the Shoken Festival and trade fairs, attract attention is precisely because they are difficult to achieve.

"To deliver goods swiftly and stably from those who produce them to those who use them. That is the essence of a merchant's role. The most crucial information for this is when a product can be bought or sold, and for how much."

I repeated the three elements of commercial transactions once more. Although futures trading often carries the image of speculation, its essence is hedging. Its greatest significance is not to reduce merchants' risks, but to provide a stable foundation for producers and consumers mediated by commercial activities, in other words, for society as a whole.

"Let me give an example. Natalie-san is currently making yokan, which is gaining a reputation in the Royal Capital. One of its main ingredients is adzuki beans."

I explained. Even if new demand for adzuki beans arises, it takes a long time for producers to increase adzuki bean production. Besides the difficulty of growing a different crop than before, there is no guarantee of when or for how much they can sell it.

However, if there were an adzuki bean futures market, that guarantee would be obtained. To put it another way, information about new products would quickly circulate in the form of price information on the futures market.

Incidentally, if adzuki bean paste becomes widespread, adzuki beans will transform from an inferior grain into a cash crop. Look, the expressions of Grand Duke Grynisias, a bean producing region, and Giverny, connected to the Chancellor, subtly shifted. Natalie-san almost dropped the paper she was holding. This level of publicity is a perk of the job.

"Does that not mean making prices transparent to everyone?"

The chairman of Kenwell raised his hand. His face was slightly flushed. Considering his position, I should say he controlled himself quite well. Dorefano or Calest might have decided at that very moment to crush me by any means necessary, and it wouldn't have been surprising.

Of course. For Kenwell, who handles large quantities of grain and thus influences "overall food prices," price information is an extremely important weapon, that is, information that must be kept exclusively.

"Exactly," I affirmed. I tried to maintain a calm expression. Half of it was bravado. However, I believe this will ultimately not be to his detriment. No, he could be the biggest beneficiary.

"...It would be impossible to conduct public transactions for every single commodity, wouldn't it?"

Perhaps having seen my expression, the chairman of Kenwell changed his approach. It was enough that he didn't outright reject it.

"Yes. We cannot create a futures market for every commodity. Only a limited number of items, such as grains and mineral resources, would be handled. As you might surmise, the first and largest commodity will probably be wheat."

There are conditions for items that can be traded on a commodity futures market. They must be commodities with large quantities, many buyers and sellers, preservable, and standardized.

Grains meet all these criteria. In Japan, it would be rice. It is no coincidence that the world's first modern futures market was created in Osaka during the Edo period, at the Dojima Rice Exchange, where rice from all over the country gathered.

Even with other foodstuffs, it is much more difficult for fruits, which have large, irregularly shaped individual pieces, vary widely in sweetness, and are difficult to preserve. At least with the technology available in this world, such goods can only be traded directly. In the case of meat, fresh meat is difficult without freezing facilities, but it is not impossible if the form is changed, such as by cutting and drying it into jerky.

Of course, it is not as simple as it sounds. In my previous life on Earth, the extreme importance of the supply and demand gap was largely due to production and transportation being incredibly efficient, making it possible to produce as much as needed.

The world I live in now is not like that. No matter how much demand there is, there is little room to increase supply. However, this means that resolving the supply and demand gap has great significance, but in the opposite sense of modernity. To put it extremely, whether honey skyrockets or plummets, it doesn't significantly affect society. But grains are different.

"So, in exchange for relinquishing the monopoly on price information, one gains a guarantee against risk. Is that it?" the head of the Food Guild said, his face troubled.

The direct benefit of a futures market is the guarantee. But scale is itself a guarantee. For a large merchant like Kenwell, while not worthless, he would consider whether it balances out bearing the greatest disadvantage.

If the value on the futures market rises, information that Kenwell had monopolized, such as a poor harvest in a certain region, would be exposed to public scrutiny.

However, hedging is not the fundamental benefit of the futures market's existence. What is produced as a result is what is important.

"First, the influence of grains, particularly wheat, on overall food prices will not be lost. Rather, it will expand. Food, essential for life, and grains, which make up the largest proportion of that food, should inherently be linked to all other commodities. The fact that this only happens to a limited extent is because accurate information is not publicly available. In other words, reliable information does not exist. The futures market is a mechanism for creating that reliable information. When I first said that the new city's greatest commodity is information, that is what I meant."

If the monopoly on information disappears, the influence of information itself will broaden. The profit margin for a single piece of information will decrease, but demand will expand even more. And, in terms of supply and demand, information is a commodity whose supply is easy to increase.

"And that information will transform wheat into a special commodity."

It won't merely increase in value, but become a stable value. It will become a value accompanied by trust. As a result, the value of grain will approach that of gold itself. Think about it: it's storable, can be traded in units, and holds value for many people. These are qualities common to currency.

Rather than saying the value of gold fluctuates with trust, trust itself is the value of gold. And if the value and trust of the commodities gathered in this city are combined, it means the trust of the city itself will rise. If that happens... No, this is getting ahead of myself. How long will it take just to list wheat as a commodity on the futures market?

"So, you mean grains will approach the nature of gold, then?"

I could tell the chairman of Kenwell swallowed. Half of a commodity's price is made of trust. If that trust increases, its value will naturally increase. Moreover, invisible commodities like information can be increased at nearly zero cost, unlike farmland.

My initial goal for revitalizing commercial activity in this world, that is, accelerating information distribution, was to establish a general trading company. I thought that was the optimal solution within what "I" could do.

However, walking this path with the members of Central Garden, I came to realize that I didn't need to establish a general trading company myself, but merely needed to create a new "container," a new city, to accommodate them.

This is its developed form. An international commercial city centered on a futures market. No, an international commercial and financial city. That is my new answer.

Now, what I have explained so far is merely the concept. Whether it can actually be realized depends on everyone present here.
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			Information is a commodity of the new city. The most critical type of information specifies "what time, for how much, and in what quantity." This is what the futures market creates. I waited for the explanation to sink in with the audience.

Almost simultaneously, multiple hands shot up. It was Q
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			"I heard that merchants would come to dominate both the Kingdom and the Empire. Tell me, what would become of our nations then?"

Ah, you caught me.

That was a joke, of course. I wouldn't be surprised if Prince Craig had already noticed. What I explained, in essence, was a significant expansion of commercial power, dealing with liquid assets. Relatively speaking, the power of the nobility, who deal with fixed assets, would decline.

In my previous life, the world economy was swayed by derivatives, which were like distant relatives of securities, themselves relatives of intangible paper currency. But even in that era...

"Earlier, I explained the value of information and trust. Trust is power."

I continued, looking at Prince Craig's face.

"Then, what is ultimate trust? It is the guarantee of life. No matter a person's status, no matter the amount of property they possess, everyone has only one life. Therefore, the greatest trust is..."

I looked at the knights surrounding Prince Craig.

"Military power. As long as the most precious things to humans are their own lives and the lives of their loved ones, such as family, that will not change."

At least, it was the same in a world that would be equivalent to several hundred, no, a thousand years in the future, on Earth. Security was exceptional. Social order was formed around security. The reserve currency, the dollar, was established because it was backed by overwhelming military power, which gave it trust.

Of course, military power is not everything, nor is it always wonderful. But no one is brave enough to try an experiment that removes it. No, I believe it should not be done. If a world without military power were to be created, it would be the world with the greatest incentive to rearm. Moreover, there would be no power to prevent someone from rearming.

"Let the value of the Knight Orders be that. What will happen to the politics of the nation?" Prince Craig asked.

"I dare to say, for the contents within a box to move vigorously, it is logical that the box itself must be sturdy. If we merchants are to be more active than ever before, then the box that is the nation should also be strengthened. That is why I suggested the new city be a direct royal domain."

If merchants were left unchecked, that would surely lead to collapse. Those who deal with liquid assets, merchants, and those who deal with illiquid assets, politicians, each have their roles. Continued collision between the strongest spear and the strongest shield is growth, and that is not a contradiction. No, it is a necessary contradiction.

Prince Craig's gaze and mine clashed. I could feel the knights around Prince Craig bracing themselves. They would surely restrain me at a single command from their lord.

"It must be quite a task to become Ricardo's box. Well, this much will do for now. After all, this place is strictly for discussions among merchants, and we are outsiders. Besides, there will be plenty of opportunities to speak with Ricardo in the future."

I was finally released from his gaze. A conditional approval, perhaps. Peace returned to the room. Now, everyone on our home team, it is time for your turn to resume.

"Even if it is possible to deal with magic beasts, this is an enterprise of enormous scale. How will the vast funds and huge risks be managed?"

"Regarding that, I am considering a system, a stock company, in the form we implemented at the Shoken Festival with the members of Central Garden. We will procure funds by issuing shares to interested merchant companies, primarily those gathered here today. It would essentially be the establishment of a new merchant company to operate a futures market."

The stock company was originally created as a mechanism to disperse the risks of dangerous long-distance sea voyages. And its other benefit is...

"So, it won't be Vinder's monopoly," said Paul Vinder.

"Of course not. Look, where among us would we find the personnel to do such a thing? We are merely an emerging sorcery silver merchant company."

Though I simply stated a fact, everyone laughed. It seems I do not have the ability to make people laugh by calculation.

"Regarding the stock company you just mentioned, would it be possible for the Kingdom to provide funding?" Euphillia asked.

Vinder Company is funded by Grand Duchess Bertold. The new company would be a joint venture with other merchant companies, so Grand Duchess Bertold's stake would be diluted. I hope she will forgive me, as I intend to increase profits.

"I would prefer to avoid it, but I will keep it as an option. After all, as a stock company, the investors are not limited to only people from the Kingdom."

"Are you planning to involve people from the Empire as well?"

"The advantage of a stock company is that people with different stances can pursue common interests. Of course, that is a matter for the distant future. We will adjust it so that the initial members hold the majority of voting rights. If the trust in the city itself increases, it will be through the issuance of bonds and so on. Whoops, I got ahead of myself again."

What those bonds would mean is not a discussion for now. Speaking of which, the East India Company's corporate bonds apparently had a credit rating comparable to British government bonds. It became the East India "Empire" and then failed, but no, I won't let this become the East India Company.

Well, if economic growth proceeds as I expect, there will be a shortage of currency in the future, and that will be the time to discuss it. First, the extermination of wyverns, then the establishment of a simple trading post. How long will it take to open a futures market?

"What will the new merchant company's name be?" Rilka asked. I had heard she would be late, but it seemed she had already entered the venue.

"Well, for now..."

I looked at the young people who would carry the future of the Food Guild.

"Let's just call it Central Garden."

It was meant to be the academy's courtyard, but its scale has certainly expanded.

◇◇

Vinaldira rushed over to me, having completed my important role. Then she hugged Natalie. "You did well," she said.

Even the Guild Master was asked to leave the meeting room, and I was once again facing Prince Craig and Euphillia. This was no longer a discussion about commerce.

"But is it truly possible to open up the magic beast territory?"

Yes, the commercial discussions until now had ignored the existence of magic beasts. And this topic was impossible to discuss under those circumstances. The reason this question had not come up earlier was because Prince Craig was present.

"Technically, it is possible. In fact, the Empire crossed a great river using sorcery."

"That would have only been possible with their most elite troops using vast quantities of Magic Crystals."

"If we can incorporate the basic magic circuit technology developed by the Grand Sage and Noel-san with the magic staff circuit technology secured during the decisive battle in the Grynisias Ducal Territory, I believe that Fireball sorcery can achieve double the power at a quarter of the cost. At least that much."

"I have received reports. However, I hear that you are struggling because the Kingdom's sorcery is too different in form."

"Yes, but if the current experiment to investigate the nature of magic power itself succeeds, and the nature of magic power becomes clearer, I believe various analyses of unknown circuits will be possible. Also, it can be created with Sorcery Silver, not Sorcery Gold. I believe there are resources within the Kingdom, even if not abundant, correct?"

I deliberately emphasized Sorcery Silver. It is significant that there are resources within the country, even if not currently mined, instead of relying on Sorcery Gold, which has a high dependency on the Empire. However...

"However, I would personally prefer to incorporate the Empire's sorcery circuit technology with their cooperation. The time efficiency would be completely different."

Naturally, Prince Craig's expression hardened.

"I heard that weapons development is not included in the joint research."

"Yes, that is correct. Currently, the plan has not advanced a single step. It is purely fundamental research into magic power."

I nodded solemnly. Security is an exceptional matter, after all.

"However, I believe that in the future, if we do not do this, it will be the Kingdom that finds itself in a desperate situation. This is its symbol."

I showed Prince Craig a crimson Magic Crystal. It was spoils from the Horse-Dragon unit he had captured.

"That was a special Magic Crystal for battering rams, wasn't it? They say it stores a lot of magic power."

"Yes. It is said to be extracted from a magic vein deep within the Empire. Once the wounds of their defeat heal, the Empire will likely focus on further developing these resources. Eventually, they may extend their reach to the Blood Mountains region."

I told Prince Craig that a paradigm shift had actually occurred the moment sorcery was born. It was akin to an enemy nation undergoing an industrial revolution. Currently, there is a stalemate in agriculture and population. But agricultural progress cannot outcompete industrial progress.

Assuming from Maytyl's account, the Blood Mountains are like an oil field or a uranium mine. A situation where they overwhelmingly control energy resources is the worst possible scenario imaginable.

"So, maintaining the status quo is impossible."

He had probably already considered it. Generally speaking, this recent war was unique. The Empire attacked, believing they could easily win with sorcery, and the Kingdom repelled them using diversionary tactics. Prince Craig, who knows how they defeated the Horse-Dragons, understands this.

"Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, the Empire currently lacks the military strength even to defend its own territory from magic beasts. To reduce future risks, we must either take this opportunity to completely destroy the Empire..."

"Or form a relationship with them, recognizing magic beasts as a common enemy and the resource development of the Blood Mountains as a common interest."

The Empire is mountainous. If they focus solely on defense, their homeland itself becomes a fortress. Moreover, magic beasts run rampant there. If the Kingdom's army, without knowledge of magic beasts, were to invade, they would not survive unscathed. They would not even know where the safe zones were.

Of course, the Kingdom holds the trump card of food. However, even if they were to win by starving the enemy, the Kingdom would still be utterly incapable of governing a completely different society.

The Kingdom's golden hour will not last long. Of course, if the Empire's magic veins become active again, that would be a different story, but in that case, there could be an even greater problem.

"So this city is a vision that accounts for all of that, then," Prince Craig said.

"This city can only exist in such a way. It cannot be separated from the Kingdom, nor from the Empire. And the more the Kingdom and the Empire prosper, the more this city will prosper."

If I were to find something similar on Earth, it would be Singapore's position. I will not make it the East India Company.

"Considering the recent abnormalities in the magic veins, there is no time to lose. Furthermore, if this city becomes a major base for magic vein and magic beast countermeasures, it will become a common heritage for all humanity."

I deliberately exaggerated a bit. Of course, what concerns me more than such a future is the abnormal fluctuations in the magic veins lately. I do not want a situation where we realize it is too late. If that happens, Alfina will suffer the most.

"If the current joint research progresses, I hope you will also discuss the next steps with the Empire," I said.

My ability to step in at that time was due to the abnormal situation of wartime. Now that it is peacetime, I want to leave it to the authorities.

"I see, I understand," Prince Craig said, looking intently at the map and nodding. Euphillia nodded beside him. These two are truly helpful because they understand. Speaking of which, there is one more person...

"Um, as for Alfina-sama today..."

It wouldn't be a sudden reaction from the crystal, would it? While I was worried, Euphillia grinned.

"Oh, are you curious?"

"...No, since Alfina-sama is also a major shareholder of Vinder, I felt I had to explain."

"Still 'Alfina-sama,' huh... Well, never mind. Actually, the person Alfie wanted to meet preferred today."

"A meeting...?"

"Are you curious about the person my sister-in-law prioritized over this important discussion?"

"Do not worry, it is a woman."

Both of them looked at me with amusement.

"N-no, I wasn't worried about that. I was just worried that there might have been some strange activity from the crystal."

I was definitely not lying. Though I cannot deny that I had taken Alfina's presence for granted.
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			Kacha... A fork clinked against a plate. Looking at the seat across from me, Maytyl was sipping green tea in front of an empty plate.

"Are you done already?" I asked Maytyl, who had set down her chopsticks after only two slices. If she was already tired of it, that would be a problem. Given its popularity with the Imperial people, I had even considered making it a specialty of the new city.

"It's still delicious, as always. But the crucial experiment is about to begin, isn't it? I don't want to get sleepy halfway through." Maytyl looked at the Yokan with a lingering gaze.

Come to think of it, in my previous life, at university, I had a classmate who wouldn't eat lunch because it made him lose focus in the afternoon. He certainly had much better concentration than I did. Perhaps Maytyl's reason is similar. Well, it's probably healthier than consuming large amounts of sweets. While Japanese sweets are said to be healthy, their nutritional balance is skewed compared to Western sweets. Besides, if I were to make a beautiful Imperial Princess gain weight, it could become a diplomatic issue.

Well, she is taking this so seriously. When we succeed, I will reward her amply with ice cream.

◇◇

On the table, blocks with regularly spaced holes were arranged. One might call it an optical bench, though what we would pass through it was magic. It was painted black, perhaps to make it easier to see.

Apparently, it was made by a blacksmith in the Royal Capital, introduced by Bowgan, using a Magic Gold die. Since it was made of brass, it reportedly caused less trouble than steel. Its weight also made it suitable for experiments where vibrations were a concern.

"It's certainly rational to an irritating degree," Noel said, as she meticulously attached experiment parts one after another. A metal rod with a ring was inserted into the leftmost hole. A Magic Crystal was fitted into the ring, essentially acting as a light source. In a slightly separate hole, a Magic Gold slit attached to a rod of the same size was placed. In the next hole, a transparent triangular prism was set.

So this is the Dragon Crystal that acts as a prism. It looks no different from ordinary crystal.

Finally, a plate was inserted spanning two holes, and Magic-sensing Paper was stretched across it. The preparations for the magic wavelength spectrum analysis experiment were complete. Now, I felt a little anxious. After all, I had put them through all this trouble based on my vague knowledge of optics. I hoped it would work out.

Once the experiment began, there was nothing for me to do. Noel was apparently in charge of drawing magic from the Magic Crystal.

"I'll begin." As Noel drew magic from the Magic Crystal, light, or rather, what appeared to me to be an indirect phenomenon, was generated. The light, narrowed by the slit, was drawn into the Dragon Crystal prism. Then, it created a white reactivity on the Magic-sensing Paper.

As expected, it was far faster than analyzing tree rings or colonies. However, the result differed from my predictions.

"It only looks like a line," I said.

"Indeed," Noel replied.

The light visible to me was spread by the Dragon Crystal prism. Since it was a transparent substance, light would naturally refract. The problem was the magic, which should have passed through the bottom in the same way. While the Magic-sensing Paper was faintly illuminated in a rectangle about five centimeters wide, only the central part reacted. It was less than five millimeters wide, more of a line than a rectangle.

Just by looking at this, it was clear that the nature of light and magic differed. However, the slit was less than one millimeter, so it did not seem to be entirely undiffracted.

"There's no way I failed just by drawing out the magic," Noel explained, responding to my gaze. I wasn't doubting her. If I were to doubt anyone, it would be myself for trying to apply optical experiments directly to magic.

"What will you do?" Maytyl asked me. There was no accusation in her voice, but her probing eyes pierced me.

"Since it's spreading, in a way, increasing the distance would be..." I regretted giving a vague answer, cornered by her gaze. While the reactive width of the magic had indeed spread, the boundaries were blurred.

Maytyl's gaze on me sharpened slightly, as if to say, "Don't hold back." Honestly, when it comes to magic itself, my knowledge from my previous life doesn't cover it.

"There are probably three possibilities..." I gathered what little knowledge I had and thought. One, that magic is fundamentally different from what I knew it to be. In other words, it is not a wave. However, given the results so far, that possibility is low. After all, the idea that all existence is a wave is a principle of principles, so to speak, a meta-principle. If I were to discard that and rethink the world with a new idea, it would require a flash of insight on par with Einstein's. I am utterly incapable of that.

Second, magic wavelengths have far stronger rectilinear propagation than light wavelengths. A dragon's eye is an array of countless cellular-level sensors. Perhaps different photoreceptor cells react to different wavelengths. It might be that the resolution is insufficient for monochrome Magic-sensing Paper and the human eye to distinguish.

Third, the magic emanating from the Magic Crystal is originally a single wavelength, or one component is overwhelmingly strong. It is coming from a crystal. Rather than having various wavelengths mixed like sunlight, it might be reacting in a line spectrum, like the light from burning gas.

"As for countermeasures, perhaps extending the exposure time to see if less prominent wavelength components appear, or something like that..."

"Wait, if your current hypothesis is correct, then using Crimson should cause reactivity in a different position, shouldn't it?" Maytyl said.

"I see. That would be quicker."

The Magic Crystal was replaced with Crimson. The plate with the Magic-sensing Paper was shifted by lifting the rod. The handling of the Crimson Magic Crystal was left to Maytyl. Both Fulsy and Noel seemed unaccustomed to it.

"The time until reactivity is much shorter, but it's still just a line, isn't it?" Fulsy said, looking at the two reactivities aligned vertically. It appeared to be only a single line in almost the same position. The positions might be slightly different, but with the precision of this experiment, it was impossible to say for sure.

"How about combining several Dragon Crystals?" Fulsy suggested. This old man, who had made his hobby his job, had apparently been experimenting with light using the prism he had taken from me. He claimed it was to check the performance of the optical bench, but he had been trying various things, like combining prisms in opposite directions to convert a rainbow back into white light. I already felt like he had outmaneuvered me. Soon, he might discover gravity by watching an apple fall from a tree.

"I see."

To illustrate, separating light by refractive index is similar to throwing iron balls rolling at different speeds into a curve. Balls running in parallel will scatter in different directions after the curve. This is because their susceptibility to bending differs depending on their speed.

Incidentally, the speed of all light is constant at the speed of light, its mass is zero, and it is the same. However, its wavelength shortens according to the energy it possesses. That wavelength affects the refractive index, so the way it bends changes with its kinetic energy, just the same.

In the case of a triangular prism, it is like making the light turn two curves, once when entering and once when exiting. So, doing that twice in a row would mean making it turn four curves.

"I can do that much processing right away," Noel said.

The Dragon Prism, which originally had ample length, was cut. By adding blocks, the optical path was extended, and two prisms were arranged between the Magic Crystal and the Magic-sensing Paper. This regular flexibility was the strength of this setup.

"It really slows down, doesn't it?"

A wider band of light than before struck the Magic-sensing Paper. There seemed to be a lot of loss from passing through multiple Dragon Crystals. The reactivity speed was much slower than before. As time slowly ticked by, the black Magic-sensing Paper gradually whitened.

"Gokku." I heard someone swallow. I, too, was drawn to stare at the paper. The reactivity that appeared was...

"Look, it's quite different from before, isn't it?"

The three-centimeter-wide reactivity seemed to have subtle variations in shade. With a generous eye, it looked like three blurry bands. There was a slight, but noticeable, wider gap between the first and second bands. The second and third bands were almost touching.

"These shades do look a bit like that rainbow," Maytyl said.

"Yes, indeed. It's certainly a phenomenon we haven't recognized before."

Maytyl's eyes were glued to the Magic-sensing Paper. From her excitement, it was clear that the properties of magic, unknown not only magically but also sorcerously, had indeed revealed themselves.

"Is this what you were talking about?" Maytyl's eyes, fixed on me, were serious. They reminded me of my former professor's gaze when he read a sensational paper in my previous life.

"I can only say 'probably'," I answered.

"Really?"

I gave an ambiguous answer. To be honest, it was a little different from my image. Crystals are fundamentally pure substances. From the modern knowledge that formed its basis, I would have expected something a bit sharper. But even that knowledge might have been based on images after advanced processing.

However, on closer inspection, the top, bottom, left, and right sides of the rectangular reactivity were also blurred. It was similar to when I simply increased the distance and failed. The blur was probably due to passing through two prisms.

As expected, when the number of Dragon Crystal prisms was increased to three, the wave pattern became indistinguishable. We returned to two and adjusted the angles and distances in various ways, but the result of a blurry wave ultimately remained unchanged.

◇◇

"Oh, come on. I was so close to seeing something!"

Maytyl's indignation did not cease even as we walked down the first-floor corridor towards the entrance. Just as she thought something had clicked, it was apparently extinguished by Leonard's announcement of curfew.

Her anger was directed at me for stopping the experiment, likely due to her supervisor being present. It was unreasonable.

"Couldn't you be a little more flexible?"

"That's why I need you to understand my position a little better... Hey, what's wrong!"

Maytyl, whom I had turned to, suddenly swayed. I hurriedly supported her.

"You're so excited you almost tripped over nothing. When you walk, you should look ahead..." I tried to warn her, but then noticed Maytyl's complexion. Being from the North, she was pale, but now she looked even more bloodless.

"N-nothing, really."

"Are you feeling unwell, perhaps? Anemia?"

"Hold on, that's not something you should ask." Noel took Maytyl from me. "Something I shouldn't ask, anemia..." Ah, right, a girl's... It felt like I'd just stepped on a landmine and realized it in the same instant. Meaning, there was nothing I could do.

"If she's feeling unwell, did you tell her not to push herself?" After confirming Maytyl had gotten into the carriage, I cautiously asked Noel. Noel nodded silently.

"As expected of a colleague."

"C-colleague, no. Well, yes, I suppose I'm like a reliable comrade who goes along with your recklessness."

Isn't "comrade" an even closer relationship than "colleague"?

"I'll be careful too, just in case."

"Please do."

Well, I couldn't handle magic, so I just watched the latter half of the experiment. The least I could do was prepare for the next one by doing some preliminary research.

"Director." I called out to Fulsy, who was about to go upstairs, carrying a stack of Magic-sensing Paper. It was time for him to show off his librarian skills for once.
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			"I'll be in the curator's office. By the way, I've become hard of hearing lately, and I can't fight off the advancing years." Fulsy handed me the catalog, and then headed quickly towards the back door, moving with a speed unbelievable for an old man.

"I will guard the library entrance. If someone suddenly opens the door, I won't be able to react. I must keep watch on the library side."

"Claudia. Although we are both Alfina-sama's close aides, we haven't had many chances to speak until now. May I join you?"

"Oh, right. Yes."

After Claudia and Luiza-san bowed together, they headed towards the library door. Even if we are inside the academy, are they really going to guard while chatting?

"Is no one going to help me?" I muttered in the dim archives. By the way, Mia-san, concerning Central Garden Company, should be heading to the Guild Headquarters with Rilka-san and Sherry-san. They are preparing to explain the new city and transport standards to the Chancellor, along with Giverny Company and Kenwell Company.

"I will help you," Alfina-sama said, clenching her small fists tightly.

"Honestly, that would be a great help."

It's not really a job to ask a princess to do, but it is related to Alfina-sama. Besides, there's no doubt that doing a mundane task like this is many times more enjoyable when you're with a girl.

"Hehe. It's been a while since I was here." Alfina-sama smiled at the table by the light-gathering window, where we once sat. Come to think of it, she used to read here in the past. It's hard to imagine her being isolated now.

"That's because the library is used more often these days." Alfina-sama's study groups, for example, often use the library.

"It's all thanks to Ricardo-kun and everyone else."

"N-no, I don't think that's true." Apart from her complicated birth, there's nothing about Alfina-sama that would make people dislike her. It's quite natural that people gather around Alfina-sama now.

"Ricardo-kun is always. What should I help with today?" Alfina-sama looked a little troubled, but when I placed the catalog on the table, her expression turned serious.

"It's not a very auspicious topic, but I want to investigate disasters that occurred as far back in time as possible."

"Disasters. Do you mean those that appear in magic crystals?"

"Precisely. For records from old cathedrals, Alfina-sama is our only hope."

"Yes, some of the phrasing is quite unique. Leave it to me."

What we're doing in the lab now is research to meticulously investigate information about the magic veins at a certain point in time. However, considering the recent abnormal fluctuations in magic veins and the origin of the Crimson Magic Vent that Maytyl-san told me about, we need records spanning a much longer period. There's a high possibility that the past seventy years of tree rings aren't enough.

To understand longer-term magic vein fluctuations, we need to identify past events that can serve as benchmarks. On Earth, this would be like volcanic ash from eruptions, or an increase in iridium from a major meteor impact.

"So, you're saying we should use records of disasters to create markers for periods when ancient magic vein abnormalities occurred?"

"Yes. Although, we haven't even found samples that could provide longer records than tree rings." On Earth, there were 3,000-year-old trees like the Jomon Sugi, but I wonder about here. The trees in the Rubel Wald are untouched, but they didn't seem like they'd live that long. Ferns don't even seem to have tree rings.

"Ricardo-kun's ideas are always amazing," Alfina-sama said, looking at me with respect. It's not me who's amazing, but the people in my previous life who came up with these ideas.

"Anyway, let's gather the books from the catalog the curator made." I decided on our respective tasks with Alfina-sama and headed towards the bookshelves lining the archives. The old records weren't well organized. Books were piled precariously on top of wobbly bookshelves. Cloths were hung, perhaps to keep out dust, but wouldn't that just trap moisture?

◇◇

"It seems the accurate record of the Kingdom's history only goes back 300 years," I said, opening one of the particularly thick books piled on the table. The Kingdom's founding is said to be about 450 years ago, but reading the descriptions from that period makes my head spin. It's half mythology. If the descriptions were true, Alfina-sama's ancestors would have to have angel wings on their backs. Well, even without wings, Alfina-sama is an angel.

"Ricardo-kun?" I found myself gazing at the beautiful profile of the girl, illuminated by the light from the window.

"No, it's an objective evaluation."

"?" Alfina-sama tilted her head.

"I-I meant that records that can be judged as objective facts are important. For example, isn't this map unnatural?" I pointed to a map in the book. It was supposedly a map of the Kingdom from its founding, showing the current territory for over 400 years. However, during that era, for example, the Fellbach Ducal House, Alfina-sama's maternal family home, should have still been independent.

The records show a series of regional rebellions being suppressed from about 400 years ago to 300 years ago. In reality, it's more natural to assume that the "unification" of the lands south of the great river by the state that became the current Kingdom occurred about 300 years ago. This kind of historical revisionism was common on Earth, in all times and places. Past borders could be redrawn by war, or "for the sake of war."

That's not to say everything is a lie, and often, actual events are reflected in some way. And in the first place, information exists as an interaction between sender and receiver.

Fortunately, what we're investigating this time is not history itself, but the events that influenced that history. For example, what was the catalyst for the Kingdom's founding? According to the Kingdom's records, the Empire's founding also seems to have been around the same time as the Kingdom's.

The fact that the two countries share a common language is a key point. Perhaps a large ancient nation broke apart into many smaller countries for some reason, and these gradually unified, eventually becoming the Kingdom and the Empire with the great river as their border.

In that case, there must have been "something" that led to the collapse of the ancient large nation. It's possible it was purely a human problem, or institutional fatigue, but even then, there must have been a catalyst. If we believe that the Kingdom in its current form was established 300 years ago, and the state that became the Kingdom was born 450 years ago, then the cause of the collapse of the ancient large nation must have occurred even earlier.

"For now, events from slightly before 450 years ago are our target. Alfina-sama?"

"Oh, I'm sorry. I was looking at this." Alfina-sama was looking at an old book. A picture was drawn across a two-page spread. It was a rough, torn paper collage in a fairy tale style. A city burning from fire falling from the sky. Was that a dragon flying in the sky?

"It reminded me of a fairy tale my mother told me."

"Ah, I see, the story about how if you're not well-behaved, dragons will fly down from the sky and eat you?"

"W-well, I wasn't that badly behaved, but."

"Of course not. By the way, what kind of mistake did you make?" Alfina-sama, with her blushing cheeks, was so cute that I couldn't resist teasing her. Then Alfina-sama covered her face with both hands and shook her head, trembling. Ah, I hit a nerve.

"S-speaking of which, I've heard similar stories too. If it's passed down in various regions, then there might have been a widespread event. Um, the records say it was a little after 300 years ago." The records state that the 6th king of Crownheite fought against a flock of dragons. In my estimation, he was the son of the 5th king, the de facto founder of the Kingdom. This is more recent than the records I'm looking for, but still much older than 70 years ago. It could be useful.

"Ricardo-kun. Actually, my mother said it was a much older story." Alfina-sama leaned closer to me and lowered her voice. Her long eyelashes, illuminated by the window light, and her cheeks, still tinged with red, were right before my eyes. No, no, calm down. The reason Alfina-sama is whispering is clear.

"Are you saying it was much earlier than 300 years ago?"

"Yes." Alfina-sama's maternal ancestors, particularly the hero regarded as the family's founder, apparently fought a flock of dragons. It's plausible that Alfina-sama's paternal ancestors, the Crownheite family, and her maternal ancestors, the Fellbach family, were once rulers of separate nations and each fought against widespread monster disasters.

In fact, there's even a non-zero possibility that this was the cause of the collapse of the ancient great nation.

"That could be a good marker. We should thank your mother, Alfina-sama."

"I-I'm glad." When I investigated, I indeed found similar records in various regions. The dates and descriptions seemed disparate, but the common element was a terrifying monster attacking from the sky.

Wow, this book even depicts a creature with eight wings, independent of its hands. It's similar to Quetzalcoatl, the Mayan monster, I guess. Did they exaggerate out of fear? How naive. In my previous life, we had legends of eight-headed snakes.

"Let's start tidying up now," I said to Alfina-sama after we had gone through all the promising materials. Claudia-san might start worrying about my remaining points of sanity around now.
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			Having finished our historical research, we again split up to return the books. Holding the last book, I turned the corner of the innermost bookshelf. A piece of cloth appeared before my eyes. It must have gotten dislodged when something was taken down from the bookshelf. I instinctively brushed it away.

"Kya! Ri, Ricardo-kun!"

"Oh no! Th, th, that's not what it looks like!"

It was too late when I realized I had accidentally flipped up Alfina's skirt, which was on the ladder leaning against the bookshelf. Her white calves flashed into my involuntarily raised eyes. Alfina lost her balance on the ladder.

I frantically reached out to support her back. However, a real piece of cloth, which fell from above, covered my face. My flailing hands somehow managed to catch Alfina. The arm I had wrapped around her touched something soft.

"Hyah!"

The next moment, after hearing a cute scream, I felt an impact on my forehead.

"Are you alright, Ricardo-kun?"

"I, I, I'm alright."

Alfina worried about me as I held my forehead. Yes, it is fine, because I couldn't see anything deeper. I felt like I saw a color that reflected light the most, but with just the faint light from the window, it was very, very difficult to make out. Besides, underwear here goes down almost to the knees. In other words, it's fine.

The problem was what my right hand had touched. I couldn't help but think it was softer than expected. My gaze instinctively dropped, and Alfina covered her chest with her hand.

"Something similar happened before, didn't it?"

She was referring to the first time Alfina came to help at Vinder Company. That time, I hugged Alfina around the waist when she was about to fall from a stool. The stool was not even knee-height, so objectively speaking, it was a completely unnecessary action.

"I apologize profusely, again and again."

Accused of a past offense, I profusely apologized. This time, it would have been dangerous if I hadn't supported her, but she was suddenly subjected to a skirt-flip on an unstable footing. It was my fault she lost her balance.

"Oh, no, what I meant was, you helped me just like last time."

Alfina lowered the hand she had been using to protect her chest. It was probably her way of indicating she didn't suspect anything. How incredibly kind she is.

"In, in fact, with anyone else, it might be different, but with Ricardo-kun, it's alright."

"Huh?"

"N, never mind."

Safe? Having finished returning all the books, Alfina and I returned to the table. The silence was agonizing.

"Speaking of which, this was also the first place we properly spoke, wasn't it, Ricardo-kun?"

Alfina said, trying to smooth things over. When we went back that far, the past was a beautiful, untainted memory.

"In just two years, both I and those around me have truly changed. It's all thanks to Ricardo-kun."

"Am I not also being helped by Alfina-sama in the same way?"

"I, I hope that's true. But I don't think my abilities are nearly enough to balance it out."

At my words, Alfina looked at me with a gaze that, for some reason, seemed to see something painful.

"I don't intend to do anything that isn't for my own benefit, though."

Objectively speaking, aren't I doing quite a lot of whatever I please? Especially with this new city, I might even be overdoing it to the point where my own safety is at risk. Reflecting on that meeting, I definitely talked too much.

Most of what I've done, for the most part, has been dealing with monsters or imperial invasions, situations where I myself could become a victim. One could say I was protecting myself. One might even say I was protected by Alfina's prophecy. In the first place, I couldn't have done any of it without the help of the current members.

"In that case, I want you to tell me Ricardo-kun's benefit, what you wish for."

Alfina clasped her hands in front of her chest. In a different sense than the "reward" that Euphillia and Craig spoke of, I was cornered. The vector of pressure was reversed this time.

"As the Crystal Miko, there isn't much I can do. But I want you to wish for anything within my power."

"A, anything at all?"

I involuntarily gulped. What came to mind was the earlier sight and sensation. What was cornering me now was not Alfina, but myself. No, calm down, Alfina said there were restrictions as a Miko. No, in the first place, isn't the direction of that thought dangerous? My head spun.

That's right, what I should remember in this place is that resolve from back then, isn't it? Remember the mental setting that she is my niece. No, it's no good, after what just happened, the sense of impropriety is eroding my reason even more.

"Yes, please wish for anything. I don't want Ricardo-kun to go unrewarded."

Alfina looked directly at me. The unwavering gaze that captured me was not the real me. The moment I thought that, I managed to calm my head.

To Alfina, my achievements must seem incredibly vast. However, my true abilities are not that great.

The reason I was able to be at the center of the prophetic disaster and the war with the Empire was because I had modern knowledge. Knowledge that anyone on Earth could access if they wished. But here, I monopolize it.

No, it's not about being fair anymore. I didn't reincarnate by "cheating" with the intention of doing so. I just found myself with memories of my previous life.

Protecting myself is paramount, and I have no intention of hesitating to use modern knowledge for that purpose. It's not a question of right or wrong. If it's to protect someone important to me, I'll do it, even if it's considered cheating.

I don't hesitate much to use knowledge to change society either. In the sense of releasing monopolized knowledge, it might even be fair.

However, I feel resistant to wishing for any personal reward for it. Especially from an individual. And moreover...

Alfina's eyes shone brightly at me. She overestimates me. If I allow myself to be conceited, she might even hold deeper feelings for me. But the source of my power that she knows is a cheat. She's an attractive girl, no matter how anyone looks at it. Is it permissible to gain the heart of such a girl in such a way? More than anything, for her sake.

No, be calm. I wouldn't know a woman's feelings anyway, and there's a high probability I'm thinking something incredibly conceited.

"My greatest wish is to change the commerce of the Kingdom and the Empire, centered around the new city. I will continue to rely on Alfina-sama as Vinder Company's partner as much as possible."

I said.

"Oh, is that so? I understand."

Alfina placed her clasped hands from her chest onto the table.

"Speaking of which, you didn't attend the Commercial Guild meeting, did you?"

According to Euphillia, Alfina had apparently prioritized an appointment with another woman. Oh no, no. While telling myself I'm cheating, how possessive am I?

"I'm sorry. On that day, I suddenly received an invitation from Princess Lisabet. Originally, I was the one who had asked to speak with her, so I couldn't refuse."

"Princess Lisabet?"

I'd only seen her once, at the reception for Princess Lisabet. She was the duchess who fairly evaluated Alfina in her competition with Princess Doriustia, wasn't she?

"Yes, about Princess Maytyl."

Alfina said. That's right, Princess Maytyl was being kept at the ducal mansion. But why?

"So, you wanted to hear about Princess Maytyl's usual state?"

"Yes, I wasn't able to be of much use at the research institute. I wanted to find some kind of an opening to interact with her, even a little."

Ah, I see. I had asked Alfina to help with Princess Maytyl, didn't I? No problems arose while we were progressing with the joint research, so I, who had asked for help, had mostly forgotten about it. What did this girl say just now, "not nearly enough to balance it out"? Isn't that what I should be saying?

"But instead, I ended up receiving advice."

Princess Maytyl was apparently quiet at the ducal mansion. She hardly spoke even to the single maid she brought from the Empire, and spent most of her time at her desk.

And the Duchess's biggest worry was that Princess Maytyl had a small appetite.

"Then that anemia was? I hadn't noticed. Alfina-sama, Alfina-sama truly helps me in ways I cannot."

"I'm happy to hear you say that, but I just thought about what I could do."

And that's precisely what I can't do. To discern Princess Maytyl's poor health, and then, because approaching her directly is difficult, to go as far as inquiring about her situation from her host family.

My role now, as someone who cannot handle magic, is project management.

In the first place, my conviction is that body and mind are one. This is especially evident in intellectual work. Although the other side also had its own agenda, I was the one who brought Princess Maytyl to the Kingdom. I have a responsibility for Princess Maytyl's well-being.

"In any case, I will make sure to pay attention to Princess Maytyl's condition. Come to think of it, several things come to mind."

Even though I knew it, cold sweat ran down my back at my own carelessness.

"Since Ricardo-kun entrusted me with this role, I must do my best."

"No, you're already doing enough. Yes, that's right. As long as I've entrusted it to you, indeed."

Come to think of it, health matters are inevitably delicate. There are many things that are better handled by women.

"Anyway, please tell me more details."

"Understood."

I listened to Alfina talk about Princess Maytyl until Clau-chan and the others came to call for us.
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			A man not noticing when a woman slightly cuts her hair or changes her accessories, this was a story I often heard in my previous life. I probably wouldn't notice small changes myself, though no one's ever told me that.

However, when you're at my level, the double-edged sword is that if my hairstyle is changed so drastically that anyone would notice, I'd be perceived as a different person.

Which means, the situation has progressed to the point where even I can tell something is off.

"What kind of meals do they serve at the ducal house?"

"They're even more luxurious than in the Empire. Well, for my taste, they're a bit too pretentious, it makes my shoulders stiff."

Before the experiment began, I started gathering information. Of course, I already understood the situation through Alfina, but primary information is crucial.

"By the way, what about lunch today?"

"Oh, I was thinking about today's experiment. I might have eaten one piece of bread. Didn't I tell you, I don't really eat much for lunch to avoid feeling sleepy."

Maytyl puffed out her chest. I see, so she 'doesn't even eat lunch'. I exchanged a glance with Alfina. I recalled our conversation with her in the archives.

◇◇

"Apparently, she didn't eat breakfast even when she was in the Empire. In addition, here, she doesn't seem to have much appetite for lunch or dinner. Sometimes, for dinner, she merely touches the food as a formality."

Alfina explained Maytyl's situation from what she heard from the Grand Duchess, who is the First Princess and her guardian.

"Doesn't that mean all three meals are a problem, then?"

"She herself says she was originally a light eater. Also, perhaps she doesn't care much for the food here."

"If the Kingdom's food doesn't suit her, can't we offer her Empire-style meals?"

"Apparently, they suggested that, but she said not to bother with the consideration. She apparently never liked meat or vegetables much to begin with, especially vegetables."

On top of that, she's a picky eater.

"So, it's just bread and fruit, then. With a diet like that, she must have had problems even when she was in the Empire."

At the ducal residence, at least, various fruits are prepared. Far from not bothering with consideration, she's actually causing more trouble. White bread is a luxury item even in an agricultural nation like the Kingdom, and obtaining fruit in the Royal Capital is not easy.

"I was also surprised by the difference from how I knew her to be here. But, perhaps there's also a mental burden."

Some people can't sleep if their pillow changes. The climate and customs are probably different between the Empire and the Kingdom. Above all, she is in the position of a hostage. There's no way she isn't stressed. I see, from Alfina's perspective, it's a sympathetic situation.

"Let's organize the problems. Is the primary issue her loss of appetite, a combination of her original picky eating habits, the burden of her hostage status, and the differences in eating customs between the Empire and here?"

"Yes, I think so too."

If there's an underlying illness, there's nothing we can do, but for now, we should consider it calorie deficiency.

"Understood. For the time being, let's think about how she can supplement her nutrition, even a little, at the lab."

If she feels more comfortable at the lab, we can have her consume calories in the form of snacks.

◇◇

And so, today, I prepared a secret weapon. I watched intently as Maytyl brought a green, square confectionery to her mouth. But Maytyl put down her fork with a puzzled expression.

"Ricardo's gaze is rather intense today. It would be nice if you're thinking of switching to me, but being too forward is not admirable, you know."

Alfina looked worried, and Noel glared at me. I wish she wouldn't waste energy on sharp remarks.

"I was just curious about the reaction to the new yokan."

"Oh, that green tea-scented yokan. It's not bad."

Maytyl seems to like matcha yokan. Good, just as I intended.

"Well then, take some home as a souvenir. It keeps reasonably well this season. I've also prepared the plain one. How about two, or even three?"

What she lacks most is calories, after all. Yokan is a block of sugar. Given her current calorie deficiency, easily absorbed sugar should be good.

"What's really wrong with you?"

"Why are you looking at me like I ate something strange? I'm eating the same thing."

"One is enough. I am a captive, so I have to be careful. Besides, while I like this scent and taste, sweet things still tend to make my head fuzzy."

Maytyl said. Even if she takes it home, it will likely be offered to others at the ducal house. One piece of yokan won't be enough.

And in the end, Maytyl only ate two slices of yokan.

◇◇

"How was it, Ricardo-kun? The result of your enthusiastic observation of Princess Maytyl."

After seeing the magic experts ascend to the second floor, I talked with Alfina in the lab.

"Uh, I wasn't looking at Princess Maytyl in any strange way."

"Princess Maytyl seemed quite pleased to be stared at by Ricardo-kun."

"No, towards the end, she seemed grossed out."

I spoke frankly about what I felt. Maytyl is only interested in what's in my head. As an expert in the systematic knowledge of sorcery, she is fascinated by the scientific knowledge from my previous life.

"Sorry, I got sidetracked. So, what do you think?"

"I forgot about the sleepiness."

She eats mostly bread and fruit, yet she doesn't want to eat many sweet treats? How many demands does she have?

"What did she eat in the Empire?"

I genuinely wondered. With such a picky diet, wouldn't she have had health problems even back there?

"Ricardo-kun, Princess Maytyl once mentioned that in the Empire, they mix grains and beans into their bread, didn't she? Perhaps she prefers stronger flavors?"

Alfina said. I thought about it. I could understand if someone who ate bland bread resisted strong-flavored bread, but the reverse is hard to imagine. Besides, staple foods are meant to be balanced with side dishes.

"Wait, balance..."

"Did you figure something out?"

"There's a high possibility that the nutritional balance is quite different between the Empire's bread and our white bread here."

White bread uses only the white part of the wheat, removing the husk. It has a high proportion of starch and carbohydrates. Compared to using the whole grain, the proportion of minerals and proteins is significantly reduced. Their buckwheat and wheat in the Empire probably used the whole grain.

And soybeans. Thanks to the nitrogen fixation of rhizobia, beans contain far more protein than wheat.

While it doesn't mean vegetables become unnecessary for vitamins, bread mixed with buckwheat and soybeans should be much more balanced than white bread. If supplemented with fruits, it might have been minimally sufficient.

"Nutritional balance, you say?"

Alfina looked bewildered.

"Well, just as stone, wood, and plaster are needed to build a house, three major nutrients are required to maintain the human body."

The three major nutrients are carbohydrates, proteins, and fats. Among these, only carbohydrates can be entirely synthesized in the human body. Proteins, that is, amino acids, and fats, contain elements that the human body cannot synthesize.

"Are you saying the cause is a lack of nutrients found in beans and meat?"

Alfina asked. That's a possibility, and if so, it's serious. However, judging by Maytyl's diet, what's absolutely needed first and foremost is calories.

Something doesn't quite sit right. And if it's simply a calorie deficiency, then she should just eat more yokan. But that would induce sleepiness.

"Then, perhaps that 'fourth nutrient' is involved."

The words of a classmate from my previous life, who said they never ate lunch, came to mind. White bread lacks other things as well, like dietary fiber. Dietary fiber is often found in the husks of grains. And if it contained not only beans but also buckwheat.

"It might be a problem with GI, the Glycemic Index."

"Glycemic, what's that?"

"Simply put, it's about the digestion speed of nutrients abundantly found in wheat."

If my hypothesis is correct, then at least we can prevent her from skipping lunch to avoid reduced concentration and sleepiness.

"Let's get Sherry's help."

I said.

◇◇

"See, keeping the magic flowing steadily was the key."

"Yes, I think so too."

"Indeed. We might need to adjust the magic-sensing paper a bit more to match this. But still, this is quite something."

As I ascended the stairs, I could hear the excitement from the second floor. It seemed things were going well.

"Oh, Ricardo. You missed the moment of the century while you were entertaining the princess."

Maytyl said to me as I opened the door.

Meanwhile, I was busy with the important task of consulting on the project members' health management.

"Hey, why are you looking at me so intently today?"

She seemed to notice my gaze, which was peering at her complexion. By the way, 'peering at her complexion' is meant literally.

"It's your imagination. More importantly, the experiment seems to be going well, doesn't it?"

"Hehe. Look at this. It's much clearer now, wouldn't you say?"

Maytyl happily handed me the experimental results. I looked at the magic-sensing paper she gave me. Three bands of varying intensity were lined up on it.

｜▍｜

"That's amazing. It came out so clearly."

It seems that Maytyl's application of magic circuits to regulate the magic drawn from the Magic Crystal was effective. Indeed, the boundaries on the upper, lower, left, and right sides of the reactive surface were much clearer.

In essence, this Magic Crystal must be emitting three types of magic wavelengths, meaning three types of magic with different energies.

"When it separates this clearly, even we can see differences in color with our own eyes. The faint line on the left is tinged with orange. The dark one in the middle is red. The right one is too faint to judge easily, but I'd say crimson."

Presumably, the amount of magic per unit light intensity increases towards the right. Normally, all of this would be mixed together and appear red.

"So your hypothesis about separating magic by strength has been proven, hasn't it? What is it? Is something strange?"

Noel pouted.

"No, no, I'm just thinking how remarkable it is that you achieved this in such a short period."

I said it sincerely. With this, the existence of the magic spectrum has at least been proven. It's a huge step towards understanding the basic properties of Magic Crystals, the source of magic, or rather, a fundamental analytical method for magic. This is an achievement that can be called a major discovery.

"I never imagined that color differences were hidden within the magic emitted from ordinary Magic Crystals. Ricardo, you've surprised me again. What will you come up with next?"

Maytyl looked at me. She truly comes alive when she's in research mode.

"Speaking of which, you applied the principles of magic circuits, didn't you? Is that alright?"

"It's for the elucidation of the fundamental principles of magic. I judged it to be within the scope of necessary cooperation. Besides, it's only the very basics."

Fulsy, Noel, and now even Maytyl participating. The magic team might never be this dream team again.

That's precisely why my responsibility as manager is heavy. Maytyl's ability and motivation are wonderful. However, immersing herself so intently while in a state of poor physical condition is far too dangerous for health management.
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			"Well now, what should we do next, I wonder?"

"When Vinder is involved, things seize up, you know. Because this alone has produced astounding results, we need to proceed cautiously..."

While I was busy with nutritional observations, the magic team began their discussion.

"Yes, let's proceed with caution. First, let's measure multiple Magic Crystals and solidify these results."

Maytyl said. As expected of an expert, no matter how much it was expected, a single result could just be a coincidence. I wish she'd apply that same caution to her own body, though.

Many Magic Crystals were brought in and measured using the same procedure. Since the Magic-sensing Paper's height could be adjusted with a rod on the optical path stand, the results lined up vertically on a single sheet of paper.

Maytyl, who had switched places with Noel midway, had sweat on her forehead, and it worried me.

"They're the same, aren't they?"

Three bands lined up on the Magic-sensing Paper. While the intensity of the bands differed depending on the capacity, the pattern was identical. We could consider this to be the normal Magic Spectrum of a Magic Crystal. However...

"What about this fourth one that just appeared?"

I asked. The positional pattern looked the same, but the intensity pattern was different. The middle band was not as dark.

"That's a Magic Crystal that's almost empty. Looking at this, the second one is what we've mainly been using, it seems."

Fulsy said.

"What could the meaning of this pattern be?"

Maytyl murmured, staring intently at the Magic-sensing Paper. She glanced at me. Considering the relationship between electrons and photons, it wasn't as if there were no concepts that came to mind. However, what concerned me now was a different issue. Watching the series of experiments, the exposure was taking quite a long time.

"Let's compare it with a Crimson Magic Crystal."

"Indeed. Well now, what will it show us next?"

While I was pondering, Maytyl and Fulsy exchanged the Magic Crystals.

Normal Magic Crystal ｜▍｜ Crimson Magic Crystal ｜｜ ▍

What appeared were three bands, just like with the normal Magic Crystal. However, the spacing between the first and second bands was narrow, while the third band was wide. And the intensity pattern was also different.

I see. As expected, the wavelength of the stored magic power is clearly different. No, there were also some visible at the same position in the Crimson Magic Crystal, compared to the normal one.

"Hoho. Hahahaha, this is quite interesting."

"The meaning of this difference, oh, honestly. I thought I knew what magic power was."

Fulsy squinted, stroking his beard. Noel buried his face in his hands.

"............"

However, Maytyl, who should know the most about this sample, was silent. I became uneasy.

"What's wrong? Is something bad?"

"Haa... this, you see."

"I don't understand 'this.' If something's wrong, just tell me."

I can't wield magic. Even Fulsy and Noel aren't accustomed to Crimson Magic Crystals. Maytyl momentarily lowered her face, then her shoulders trembled.

"Hehe, when we were using Crimson, impurity-like magic power became a problem. The true nature of the noise that gave us so much trouble just appeared so easily right before our eyes. If we had known just this much, we could have taken down Grynisias before you guys even made a move."

Maytyl pointed to the faint second band of the Crimson. No, that laugh of hers is like a mad scientist, it's scary. Her pale cheeks make it even more terrifying. And the gaze from behind is also scary. She's forgotten that the son of the Grynisias lord is here, hasn't she?

"Oh, honestly. It's truly astonishing. It hasn't even been a month since I came here. To have my understanding of magic power itself changed... What is it, you're the one who proposed this, but your reaction is so lukewarm. Could it be that this result is obvious to you?"

Maytyl said. She seemed displeased that I wasn't sharing her excitement. No, if I were shown such a beautiful experiment, I'd think it was amazing too. It's just that I can't wield magic, so I lack a sense of reality, and... Indeed, there might be a bit of loneliness, like I'm the only one checking the answers.

More than the discovery of an unknown phenomenon, which it also is for me, I'm relieved that it turned out as expected. I guess I'm not suited to be a researcher. In that sense, I might envy the three of them a little.

"Don't worry, I remember that promise."

I said, deliberately calm. That's why I want to properly fulfill my role as manager. This experiment demonstrated that differences in the properties of magic power can be objectively analyzed in the form of a spectrum. The principle of a new magic power measurement method had been verified.

"...Oh, you mean things like ice cream. More than that, I want to be able to research here every day."

Maytyl said. Her interest in food really has waned. Even Noel's eyes brightened with expectation at the mention of ice cream.

"At least for now, even every other day is a struggle."

The results from this lab are reported to the royal palace by Leonard. Then, after being judged as unproblematic, the next permission is granted. Naturally, the judgment is made at a high level.

I recall that the Chancellor makes the judgment along with the top two officials of the Magic Dormitory. To suppress dissatisfaction from the Magic Dormitory, which has been left out, Prince Craig sometimes participates. In other words, a meeting of the Kingdom's highest leadership occurs every other day.

I suggested to Craig that we expand joint research with the Empire, but the judgment was that it was still too early. For now, I share that opinion.

After all, even if it's a new magic pulse observation technology, it's actually the elucidation of the basic properties of magic power. While it can be said that applications are far off, the scope of application extends to all forms of magic and sorcery. It's an incredibly difficult piece of information to handle. Another reason is that it seems like a long road from here.

"Well, that's fine. How to apply this... we'll need a way to properly separate it within a circuit."

"For example, if we pass magic power through a liquid with a specific Magic Catalyst dissolved in it, which band would..."

"That's it! That's it!" "That's it!"

Maytyl and Fulsy jumped at Noel's words. A Magic Catalyst that reacts with specific wavelengths, indeed, that's interesting. Speaking of which, there was something in the Colony that emitted magical fluorescence.

No, no, I shouldn't get carried away myself. Considering the current sensitivity and resolution, it seems a long way off for Tree Rings analysis. From here on, tedious work to improve the prototype will likely continue.

"Don't forget that this is ultimately an experiment for magic pulse observation. Um, Curator-dono, you have those Mucus Magic Crystals, don't you?"

"Ah, we have a large quantity of those, and their purpose is... *cough*."

Fulsy coughed mid-sentence. He almost said "for Magic Catalyst" just now, didn't he? There's no need to hide it, but I wish he'd remember why I showed Maytyl IG-1, which doesn't require magic power for cultivation.

"Let's measure it."

I said. Noel struggled to fix the tiny, poppy seed-like Magic Crystal.

"It's quite difficult, isn't it? Most likely, the pattern is the same."

Fulsy said, looking at the single band. That band corresponded positionally to the most intense second band of a normal Magic Crystal. This meant that at this sensitivity, we couldn't capture the Magic Spectrum of the slime mold's tiny Magic Crystals.

"For example, if we passed the Miasma from a Magic Vent through this, it would be impossible to differentiate, wouldn't it?"

I asked Fulsy.

"............It would be impossible. We already narrow it with a slit and spread it with a Dragon Crystal prism. The amount of magic power per unit area that reaches the Magic-sensing Paper is drastically reduced."

"Can't we detect it with an Antenna instead of Magic-sensing Paper?"

"No, that's not easily done. During the Shoken Festival, you observed coins marked with specific magic power, didn't you? That was possible because we specifically selected that magic power and adjusted the focus. We merely adjusted the length of the Antenna's receiving part instinctively; we didn't understand what we're seeing now. Anyway, according to your hypothesis, the reflection angle would also differ for each wavelength. If it were only about quantity, we could just search for the focus that captures the maximum, but then we'd miss other components."

Fulsy pointed to the most intense band.

"...I see."

I only understood about half of what he was saying. When collecting light with a lens, it doesn't focus beyond a certain point. Was it that the focal length of a lens differs depending on the wavelength of light?

"If we're to measure a Magic Vent directly, we could increase the sensitivity by bringing the measuring device as close as possible and extending the exposure time. But even then, I wonder."

It's still difficult, then. For the current Magic Pulse Spectrum, perhaps fixing the device and leaving it for several days would be sufficient. It's like using astronomical telescopes to expose distant starlight over a long period.

Thinking about it, those slime mold Magic Insects are amazing. I remember moths can detect just a few molecules of pheromones with their antennae, right? Well, living organisms are basically nanomachines, so it's probably pointless to compare.

And what I want to know also includes past records. To put it extreme, no matter how precisely we can measure this year's Magic Pulse Spectrum, it alone is meaningless.

"If we knew the target range, we could adjust it, but... Hmm..."

"If we could improve the blurriness of these bands, I think distinguishing them would become easier."

"Then perhaps one Dragon Crystal would suffice."

I see, increasing the resolution would conversely narrow the band. The amount of magic power per unit area is naturally proportional to the illuminated area, after all. And the fewer things interposed, the smaller the loss.

"Alright. Then, let's first take this trash Magic Crystal..."

Maytyl said that much, then shook her head. Did she just feel a bit dizzy?

"...Let's aim to measure the Castle-Eating Worm's spectrum. Even if it's small, if we can't capture magic power from its Magic Crystal, then measuring a Magic Vent will be impossible. How about it?"

Fulsy and Noel nodded at Maytyl's proposal. I see, a clear, concrete goal is good.

"I think that's good."

I nodded as well. The sensitivity issue is something we'll have to figure out through trial and error. First of all, the research is progressing almost too smoothly. Just knowing that a spectrum exists means we can at least analyze the crystals. If it were unanalyzable to this extent, there would be no worries.

The problem is Maytyl's condition. We need to hurry with the experiment I asked Sherry to do.



		
		
		
			Chapter 173: Episode 9: Part 1, Preparation for the Experiment
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 173

			Episode 9: Part 1, Preparation for the Experiment

			"Princess Maytyl..."

"Oh, you're here again today. You've been showing your face a lot lately, but I wonder what use you are."

Alfina, who had tried to speak to Maytyl at the lab entrance, made a troubled face at Maytyl's sarcasm. Mu, what an ungrateful wretch, even if she doesn't know. I'm worried about you, and I've even had discussions with your caretaker.

"It's necessary for Alfina-sama to also know about the magic spectrum," I said.

Maytyl's eyes darted quickly from side to side.

"...If Ricardo says so, I'll believe it. But if it concerns the research, I'd like you to properly tell me the reason."

"It's the Crystal of Prophecy. In order to investigate what kind of magic wavelengths are emitted when the crystal issues a prophecy, Alfina-sama's cooperation is necessary, isn't it?"

".........That's true. I'm interested as well."

Maytyl nodded after frowning for a moment. I don't sense as much obsession with the Crystal of Prophecy from her as from Dagobard, but she still seems to know something. Well, that's fine for now.

"Of course, the Crystal of Prophecy is a national secret of the kingdom, so I can't tell you the results, though."

"Why not! ...Well, fine. For now, I'm satisfied."

Maytyl said with a face that, no matter how I looked at it, showed she hadn't given up. Just proposing to analyze the Crystal of Prophecy is a political matter, after all. Being suspected of privatizing the crystal would be the worst. And depending on the results... Anyway, I need to focus on the other problem.

I looked at Maytyl's complexion again. Despite her usual arrogant attitude, she clearly looked pale. According to the Duchess's information, her appetite is still poor. It's a relief that it hasn't decreased, but that's a slow decline.

"So, what about this girl here? I think I saw her when I first came here, didn't I?"

Maytyl shifted her gaze to Sherry, who was with Alfina. Sherry flinched, even though she wasn't being glared at. Please don't intimidate my experiment assistant for today.

"A-Ah, today, because of Vinder... No, on Vinder's request, I've brought goods from the Belmini Company."

Sherry placed the two baskets she held in both hands onto the table.

"Belmini... Oh, the one with the green tea, I think. That sounds delightful."

Sherry trembled under the pressure. The greengrocer's daughter cautiously took out the company's main products from the basket.

A wide variety of leaves piled up on a deep plate. I had asked them to prepare as many different colored vegetables as possible, green, red, and yellow. It was a difficult order in this region where crops are only available in season, but they truly excelled. The colorful salad looked delicious just from its appearance. Oh, they even changed the cutting style for each type. Truly a vegetable expert.

However, Maytyl's expression grew sterner in proportion to the thickness of the leaves piled on the plate.

"Does the kingdom serve salad before tea? I'm sorry, but I can't tell the difference between good and bad vegetables."

Saying she doesn't know the difference between good and bad, rather than saying she dislikes them, seems to be her minimum effort to be considerate. But since her audience is Sherry, I wish she'd be more careful. See, now I'm being glared at.

"More importantly, what's that over there?"

Maytyl's eyes moved to the next item Sherry took out.

"T-That's Yokan, made from tree nuts, which recently became available."

While she averted her eyes from the salad, Maytyl was keenly interested in the Yokan. Unlike the usual solid black, this one had whitish tree nuts inside. It was chestnut Yokan, a familiar sight in Japan. I had recently obtained it through Senior Roston's connections.

"That looks delicious. I'll have that—"

"You can't have it unless you eat the salad."

"Why not? You... Even Ricardo is saying bothersome things now. In that case, I don't have to eat it—"

"Princess Maytyl. This is for Your Highness, from Ricardo-kun..."

"Oh, is it the kingdom's hospitality to make me eat things I dislike?"

Alfina tried to intercede, but Maytyl turned her face away with a huff.

"Well, I've put some effort into that area, so don't worry. Right, Sherry?"

"...Y-Yes. To ensure it might please Your Highness even a little, we've prepared three types of dressings, which are rare even in the kingdom."

Glaring at me for raising the bar, Sherry opened the other basket. She took out three small jars inside and opened the lids towards Maytyl. An appetizing, sour smell wafted out. Inside the jars were white, yellow, and brown viscous liquids.

"The colors are interesting, but..."

Maytyl's eyes merely flickered towards the dressings.

Human taste buds are designed to prefer rare or important nutrients. Humans are slaves to their brains, and they won't take actions that their brains don't enjoy, no matter how much their body struggles. And the brain is essentially lazy. It doesn't like the heavy labor of food gathering.

That's why there are taste preferences, not just appetite. It would be troublesome if we were satisfied with common vegetables that have low calories per volume.

What the brain enjoys is rare or high-calorie food. Salt, high-calorie oil, and sugar, for example. I've heard that the junk food industry, which dominated the restaurant scene in my previous world, was desperate to manipulate customers' brains by cleverly adjusting the proportions of these three ingredients.

I once investigated and tested commercially available dressings. Low-calorie ones, meaning those with less fat, had higher salt content. Those with more fat had lower salt content. Dressing is a mechanism to trick the brain with flavors it strongly craves, making it eat vegetables.

To make Maytyl eat vegetables, I prepared three types of dressing.

The first, a white dressing, was a pseudo-Caesar dressing made with a mayonnaise-like olive oil concoction, created with Rilka's help.

The second, yellow one, was honey mustard sauce, a mix of Vinder's main product, honey, and mustard. The third was a dressing of onions, vinegar, and vegetable oil, with chili peppers floating in it. It had a hidden hint of yuzu aroma. This one was probably closest to the standard here.

Of course, all three also had yellow sugar added as a secret ingredient to adjust the flavor.

In other words, the colorful vegetables and the three types of dressing stimulated sight, taste, and curiosity. It was a strategy to thoroughly trick her brain.

"...They might not be worse than normal ones. Hmm, they're rare and good."

Maytyl tried the three types of dressing one after another. But in the end, she put down her fork after three bites.

"There, I've eaten. Now, that Yokan over there—"

No, no, that small amount isn't enough for the experiment. I guess I have to use my last negotiation tactic.

"This is troublesome. This is an integral part of an experiment crucial to this project."

"Experiment??"

Maytyl's eyes, which had been on the Yokan, returned to me.

"What kind of experiment?"

"That's something to look forward to after the results are in," I said, being vague.

Maytyl gave me a scrutinizing look. I remained silent. I wasn't lying. This joint research requires Maytyl's health to recover. And since it's an experiment, I don't want to give her any unnecessary preconceptions.

"Were you two forced to go along with something like this too?" Maytyl asked Fulsy and Noel.

"...Indeed, I wonder how many times we've been forced to partake in this fellow's strange foods."

"Y-Yes. We've also been made to eat all sorts of things by force until now."

The two played along. No lies there, I suppose.

"Now, what I showed you before was a magic catalyst cultured using sugar, but I wonder what it is this time."

When I egged her on, Maytyl glared at me with eyes as if looking at a demon.

"...Is there a method other than salad?"

"I'd consider it if you'd eat boiled paper."

".........So I just have to eat the salad?"

"Yes, that's right. All of it."

Watching Maytyl reluctantly start eating the salad, I exchanged glances with Sherry and the others. For some reason, Sherry and Noel looked at me with expressions of shock and disgust. Alfina also looked at me with worried eyes.

If "experiment" is the keyword, the most effective power play would be, "If you don't eat the salad, you can't participate in the research." I kept it to this extent because self-motivation is important for improving eating habits, but...

Maytyl reluctantly finished the salad. Just as intended, she changed the flavor repeatedly with the three dressings, practically forcing it into her mouth.

Now, as a reward for her hard work, I'll give her a generous helping of the new Yokan.
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			"That's a bit thick. Just one slice, then."

Maytyl said, looking at the chestnut yokan cut to twice its usual thickness.

"This is also part of the experiment."

"It's not some suspicious nut, is it?"

"I can eat some first if you want."

I tossed a piece into my mouth. Alfina and the others followed. Maytyl, with a guarded expression, cut the yokan into a small piece with her fork. She put it in her mouth, moved her cheeks slowly, and her small, pale throat made a swallowing sound.

"Oh, I like this. It has a sort of fluffy, warm taste."

Noel said while munching away. She immediately bit into a second thick slice. Now her cheeks looked like a squirrel's.

"Yes. I quite like it as well."

"Hmm. A sweetness like this is more to my liking."

It seemed the chestnut yokan was a hit with the girls and the old man. Now, for the main target.

"How is it?"

"The nut itself has a simple flavor that I like. It pairs well with the sweetness of the yokan. The way it crumbles in my mouth creates an interesting contrast with the softness of the jelly. Yes, it is certainly delicious."

Maytyl's cheeks relaxed into a smile. "Yes," I thought, pumping my fist internally. Meanwhile, Sherry, who had been completely on edge, let out an obvious sigh of relief.

Maytyl cut off small pieces of the yokan and brought them to her mouth. Through the double-sized portion of jelly, a large amount of sugar entered her system. All that was left was to wait for the results.

"So, what was this experiment about anyway? Don't think you can distract me just because it was tasty."

Maytyl, who had been moistening her lips with green tea in satisfaction, asked as if she had just remembered.

"The results will show up a little later. I'll call you then, so you can continue with your own experiment for now."

This test wouldn't work if she was conscious of the effect. After all, the measuring instrument this time was the subject's own senses.

"That's suspicious. But fine, I'll look forward to it. Now then, we don't have much time, let's begin. The amount of magic in a Castle-Eating Worm's Magic Crystal is one one-hundredth of a normal one. We'll need a lot of ingenuity to measure it."

Maytyl tilted her cup back as if to drain it and stood up. Noel, who had been in the middle of eating, hastily swallowed the yokan in her mouth and followed. As Maytyl walked up the stairs, her steps seemed to have a certain strength to them.

"We had Princess Maytyl eat the salad just as you planned, Ricardo-kun. But will this method really work?"

Alfina asked with a worried look.

"That depends on the outcome. If the results of the experiment are what I expect, we'll know why Princess Maytyl skips lunch. And we'll have a countermeasure at the same time."

"The way you call it an experiment... No. I understand."

"You made me go through all this terror. If this doesn't work..."

Sherry gave me a resentful glare.

"Weren't you all excited about the Caesar and honey mustard dressing recipes during the taste test?"

"They were delicious. They really brought out the flavor of the vegetables but..."

"If this works, I'll need you to pitch this dressing to the duchess too."

"Ahh... one job after another that I absolutely can't fail. I knew this would happen. But I can't refuse since it involves Rilka."

Sherry held her head in her hands. I suppose I can't be helped. If things go well, I'll give her the Caesar salad recipe too. I'm pretty sure they have bacon here. I should ask Dalgan-senpai about it.

◇◇

"This method isn't working. Even extending the exposure time yields no reaction."

"What if we extend the length of the slit instead of the width?"

"No, at the start we should prioritize the sensitivity of a specific area over the breadth of the measurement range."

I waited about two hours before heading upstairs. The three of them were in a heated discussion in front of a blank sheet of Magic-sensing Paper. There was more energy in Maytyl's voice than usual.

"Looks like you're struggling."

"That's true but. Why do you look so happy? You're not hiding some useful information, are you?"

Her complexion seemed a bit better too. A piece of yokan that size must have been close to three hundred calories. It was only temporary, but her sugar levels must have been replenished. Now, the issue wasn't just the amount of replenishment but one other factor. That seemed to be fine as well.

"By the way. How's the drowsiness?" I asked.

"Oh, now that you mention it."

Maytyl blinked a few times, then shook her head with a puzzled look.

"That's strange. After eating that much, I should be unbearably sleepy. Was it that nut? Oh, could it be something that affects the magic within my body?"

"No, chestnuts aren't magic items. It was actually what came before..."

"Princess Maytyl. The adjustments are finished. I need you to adjust the circuit for the exposure."

Noel said, holding a new slit. Maytyl turned toward Noel with a flourish.

"Muu, too bad. I can't step away right now. I'll have you tell me about your, about Ricardo's experiment before I leave. Right, I wouldn't mind taking that yokan, you know."

"No, it's not the yokan..."

Maytyl returned to her work before I could explain.

Oh well. It wasn't a blood test so it wasn't definitive, but for now, the verification was a success.

◇◇

"Thanks to you, the experiment was a success, for now."

I said with a bright expression as I headed to the director's office where Alfina and Sherry were waiting.

"Tell me what meaning there was in making me walk on such thin ice. It's about vegetables, right? I'm curious about that."

"That's right. I was the one who asked for this in the first place, so I want to understand it properly. Otherwise..."

Sherry's eyes were fixed on me. Alfina seemed curious too.

"First, let's organize the problem. The problem is Princess Maytyl's lack of appetite."

"Not eating breakfast is a habit, so that can't be helped to an extent. The problem is that she also refrains from lunch to concentrate on her work in the lab. If we can improve just that, the situation will be better."

She does eat a minimal amount. So the point of improvement is to fix situations where she only has a single small roll for lunch. Of course, there are other long-term issues.

"To do that, we have to deal with her post-meal drowsiness."

Alfina nodded in agreement with my assessment.

"As for the cause of that drowsiness. I believe the sugar dissolved in her blood is the problem."

I said. Both of them looked puzzled.

"Sugar in the blood?"

"Here comes something I've never heard of again. Sugar, you mean the sugar in the yokan, right? But you don't need sugar. Most people go a year without eating it even once. Well, we've had more opportunities to eat it here, though."

Sherry said. Actually, part of the reason I thought of this was that I myself had been a little concerned about my sugar intake. Well, unless every single factor aligned like with Maytyl, it wasn't something to worry about in this world.

"No, wheat is also packed with sugar. Seeing is believing. I want you to chew on this until you can taste it."

I handed small pieces of a white roll to Alfina and Sherry. A surreal scene unfolded of two cute girls silently moving their mouths. Noticing my gaze, they both covered their mouths. A shame.

"Is it gradually getting sweeter?"

In response to my question, they both nodded repeatedly while still covering their mouths. Inside their mouths, the starch in the wheat was being broken down by saliva, making it taste sweet.

"Actually, wheat flour is a lump of sugar. In other words, when you eat a normal meal, sugar gets absorbed into your body. Most of the nutrients you get from a meal are effectively sugar. That is to say, sugar is the main nutrient that powers the human body."

The sugar in this case is glucose. The sucrose we call sugar is actually a composite of glucose and fructose, but let's set that aside for now. In any case, fifty percent of the energy for the body's cells comes from glucose, and glucose is supplied to the cells from the blood. It's no different from putting sugar in the culture medium for a Mucus. This is what's known as blood sugar level.

"You're trying to say she gets sleepy because she hasn't eaten enough, so her blood sugar level, or whatever, is low."

"But if that's the case. Wouldn't it be strange to get sleepy after eating?"

The two of them tilted their heads. Their understanding was correct. As far as I could surmise, the cause of Maytyl's post-meal drowsiness was, as Sherry said, a "drop" in her blood sugar. However, the cause of that drop was a temporary "spike" in her blood sugar.

"The truth is, blood sugar levels are controlled with extreme precision."

I picked up the piece of the roll I had given them earlier. It was about one-tenth the size of a small dinner roll. The total amount of sugar in my entire bloodstream was probably only about this much.
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			Despite glucose supplying half of the human body's energy, the amount of it in the blood, the blood sugar level, is extremely low. For a healthy person, it is around 100 mg/dL. That is just one gram per liter. For comparison, a liter of a soft drink should contain 100 grams or more.

About eight percent of the human body is blood, so a person weighing fifty kilograms has four liters of blood. This means that at any given moment, the total amount of glucose present in their entire bloodstream is a mere four grams. Of course, this figure is just for "that moment," and it is constantly balanced by consumption and supply.

Including that fact, it means blood sugar is adjusted to the absolute minimum necessary amount with extreme precision.

On the other hand, how much glucose is absorbed into the blood from the digestive tract through staple foods? In my past life, a single bowl of rice with a set meal was about 200 grams. That is about 330 kilocalories. Since ninety percent of that is starch, which is to say glucose, a single bowl of rice contains about 75 grams of glucose. In other words, one bowl of rice provides nearly thirty times the amount of glucose present in the entire bloodstream.

To put it another way, the human body possesses the ability to rapidly store the majority of the sugar consumed during a meal. The hormone that controls this is insulin. Insulin directs about half of the ingested sugar to the liver, most of the remainder to the muscles, and what is left to the fat cells for storage.

This process is extremely swift. In a healthy person, the post-meal blood sugar level rises only to about 100 to 140, returning to around 100 in less than two hours. For comparison, lipids, another energy source, take nearly twelve hours to process. I once heard that the reason university health checkups require a fasting blood test, meaning no breakfast and more than twelve hours since the last meal, is to prevent lipids from being affected by food.

The problem is that this entire strict and rapid system is dependent on a single type of hormone, insulin. It is a system that serves as a cautionary tale for crisis management without a backup. It is a one-man show.

Thanks to this, problems can arise even if the insulin-secreting cells do not work themselves to death. Just a little fatigue that throws off the timing of secretion is enough. If insulin secretion is even slightly delayed relative to sugar intake, the large amount of ingested sugar cannot be processed in time, causing the blood sugar level to rise.

Then, to bring it back to normal, a large amount of insulin is secreted late. The result is a phenomenon much like a stock market bubble bursting, an overshoot. The large amount of secreted insulin is too effective, causing a temporary, excessive drop in blood sugar.

This is the reason my classmate from my previous life said he did not eat lunch, because it made him lose focus. I remember asking him, "Doesn't being hungry make it harder to concentrate?" and was surprised when he told me, "You only ‘feel’ hungry because you eat carbohydrates." If you eat properly, the minimum required glucose is synthesized and supplied by the human body. Essentially, he was saying that sugar can be supplied without causing fluctuations in blood sugar, as if being administered slowly through an IV drip.

Of course, I cannot judge now whether his words were correct. And on top of that, things like this are bound to vary from person to person. What is more, I have not actually measured Maytyl's blood sugar fluctuations.

That is why today, I tried testing it with a salad, however crude the experiment was.

"...This is so complicated, my head is spinning. But we eat more bread than Maytyl-denka, and we don’t get sleepy, you know?"

"Yes."

"That’s normally the case. However, in Maytyl-denka’s situation, several unfortunate conditions have overlapped. First is that she doesn’t eat breakfast. Second is the high proportion of sugar in her meals. The last is that the carbohydrates she consumes are easily absorbed."

Even for someone who eats regular meals, stored glucose does not last for even half a day. By the time of breakfast, half a day after dinner, the stored glucose is calculated to be gone. A person would die if they ran out of glucose, so the human body synthesizes it in a process called gluconeogenesis.

In other words, until breakfast is eaten, the body is in a mode of producing sugar. It is trying to raise the blood sugar level. Skipping breakfast only pushes this state further. And then lunch arrives. Just as the body is desperately trying to increase its sugar, a large amount of sugar arrives. It is like having to slam on the brakes while flooring the accelerator. Might this not make blood sugar levels more likely to spike?

Even when taking in the same number of calories, the proportion of those calories from sugar is naturally much higher when eating mostly staple foods compared to eating meat as well. This means the amount of sugar the body has to process increases. Maytyl dislikes meat, so the proportion of sugar in her diet was high to begin with.

Another factor is the speed at which sugar is absorbed into the body. Even if the same amount of sugar is eaten, liquid sugars like those in soft drinks are absorbed in an instant. Starch is also broken down and absorbed very quickly. However, this digestion speed is highly dependent on what is eaten alongside it. Dietary fiber is what slows down digestion and absorption.

"The bread Maytyl-denka ate in the Empire, which contained beans and buckwheat, has a lower proportion of sugar in its total calories and more dietary fiber than bread made only from wheat. It’s a type of bread that makes it harder for blood sugar to rise. The white bread in the Kingdom, on the other hand, is the complete opposite."

"So that’s why Maytyl-denka feels sleepy."

"That was my prediction. If this is correct, then slowing down the absorption of sugar should prevent the sleepiness caused by the rapid rise and fall of blood sugar. That’s why I had her eat the salad first this time. An ingredient in vegetables called dietary fiber wraps around the sugar inside the body. It makes the food get absorbed slowly in the stomach. You can think of it like wrapping this bread in vegetables."

I explained the meaning of today's experiment.

"What was especially important was having the dietary fiber in the stomach before consuming the sugar. The sugar in the Yokan is very easily absorbed, so there was a chance that eating it at the same time as the vegetables wouldn’t be fast enough."

This is just my personal opinion, but I have faith in the role of this dietary fiber. First, its effect is a physically simple action, delaying absorption. Second is the fundamental nature of the human body’s ability to cope.

I believe a major point in health problems related to diet is when substances flow into the body at a quantity and a "speed" that it cannot process. To take an extreme example, even a harmful substance will cause less damage if it enters the body slowly. With alcohol too, consuming the same amount slowly makes you less likely to get drunk, and it puts less strain on the liver.

Of course, this would not apply to things like heavy metals that accumulate in the body, or to poisons that the human body cannot deal with in the first place. But sugar is an important molecule that is originally used by the body.

"Well, I won't know for sure without strictly examining the amount of sugar in her blood."

Actually, I did think of one method. But marking sugar with magic to see if it gets "expelled from the body" is just a bit too much…

"I thought a salad and dessert were a strange combination, but that was the reason. ...You know the most incredible things, as always. But still, to think vegetables have such power…"

Sherry looked a little happy as I explained. Well, vegetables are important. In my previous life, they were even called the fourth nutrient, following carbohydrates, proteins, and fats.

"So you had thought that far ahead, Ricardo-kun. But in that case, wouldn’t it have been better to explain it properly from the start…?"

"For one, the experiment’s results could be skewed without an unbiased subject. This matter is urgent. But now, Maytyl-denka has experienced for herself that as long as she eats a salad, she can eat a full lunch without any problems. So, I’ll give her this explanation on the way back."

Maytyl should be able to understand what I am saying.

"...Um, Ricardo-kun. About that explanation, it’s all right if I join you, isn’t it? This was my request in the first place."

"Of course."

"...Yes, you have to explain it very, very clearly."

Sherry said worriedly. Come on, this is Maytyl we are talking about. Wouldn't she be excited by this knowledge instead?

◇◇

Back at the lab, I explained the meaning of today's experiment to Maytyl. Her research today had apparently not gone well, and she wore a sour expression, but she listened to my explanation with interest. As my explanation moved into the latter half, however, Maytyl’s expression clearly began to cloud over.

"...So, in other words, you deceived me."

Then, as my words came to an end, she completely lowered her head and spoke in a low voice.

"Was my explanation hard to understand? The point is, if you eat a salad, you can eat a proper lunch without any issues… Oh, of course, there are other possibilities, but in that case, we’ll just do another experiment…"

"Maytyl-denka. Ricardo-kun was simply concerned for your health. I asked him about this suddenly, so there wasn’t enough time, which is why he resorted to this method."

Alfina, in a rare move, cut off my words to speak to Maytyl. She explained that she was the one who had discussed it with the duchess.

"Basically, you went out of your way to look into my affairs and meddle where you weren't wanted. When did I ever ask you to interfere in my life?"

Maytyl shot her head up and glared at Alfina. Whoa, she is really angry.

"No, that’s why…"

"I understand. It’s important to you people whether or not I function properly. It seems my being a hostage has caused you extra trouble. Don’t worry, I understood what you said. I will be careful from now on so I can fulfill my role properly. That should be good enough for you."

With that, Maytyl turned and walked back to the carriage without a single glance behind her. Apparently, that went badly. Well, it seems she accepted it, more or less. I will just have to pray that once she starts eating properly, her anger will subside. People tend to be more relaxed on a full stomach…
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			"This is the limit for the distance from the prism. If I move it any further, it will get too blurry and the resolution will drop. The next thing to consider would be the slit..."

Maytyl supported her forehead with an arm resting on the desk. Her eyes, as if possessed, darted back and forth over the blank Magic-sensing Paper. She would occasionally shake her head, look at the notes she brought with her, and shake her head again.

"Noel. How are the adjustments to the slit's thickness?"

"Y, yes. It will take a little longer. Um, changing the thickness... it still makes the magic spread out."

Just then, she suddenly turned to Noel, asking for confirmation with the bare minimum of words. Noel replied in a tense voice. Fulsy, for the record, was not here. She was working on improving the Magic-sensing Paper. Apparently, she was changing the quality of the paper base itself, rather than the catalyst that reacts to magic.

"Just hurry. If this approach doesn't work, we'll have to think of something else. To reduce the loss from the prism..."

A week had passed since the salad experiment, and contrary to my hopes, Maytyl’s condition had worsened. Even from a distance, her complexion was pale. To make matters worse, she had dark circles under her eyes.

The relationships within the magic team, which should have been going well, were also strained. Part of it was likely due to the lack of progress in our research, but the main cause was probably that Noel and Fulsy had gone along with my little scheme. In other words, I had tried to play manager and ended up making a complete mess of things.

"Princess Maytyl."

"What is it? I'm busy, you know."

"You shouldn't push yourself so hard. The lights are on late at the ducal residence as well..."

"The useless princess who does nothing but offer unsolicited advice should stay quiet."

"Hey, anyone would be worried seeing the look on your face."

Unable to bear it any longer, I chimed in.

"I am cooperating properly, just as your policy dictates. I will listen if you have a complaint about the lack of progress on the device's improvements, but in that case, please provide a counterproposal."

Maytyl glared at me.

"I don't have any complaints about that. It's just..."

"If it isn't about the research, then I have no need to listen. What I need is your knowledge, and what you need is my knowledge. Is that not right?"

At Maytyl’s words, I backed down.

Having been driven away by Maytyl, I headed for the director's office. Sherry, Rilka, and Mia were waiting for me in the room.

"Princess Maytyl's meals at the ducal residence are unchanged. No, in fact, the amount she is eating has slightly decreased..."

Alfina relayed the information from the duchess. I had suggested two improvements. First, that she should eat at least one piece of fruit for breakfast. Second, that she be served a large salad for lunch.

But she still refused to eat a single bite of breakfast. As for the pre-lunch salad, she had apparently tried to eat it for the first few days. But that only caused her to eat less of her main course, not more. I had proposed the salad so she could eat her main course without worry, but if her appetite itself was declining, there was nothing to be done.

"I'm ashamed. I failed completely."

"It feels strange saying this about an imperial princess. But isn't she being a little selfish? Do you have any idea how much trouble Sherry went through to get all that? Well, this time..."

"...I do think Vinder's way of doing things lacked delicacy."

"Vinder just doesn't know how to treat a girl. I wonder if it's because of his environment."

"...You have a point. The ones closest to him are Alfina-sama and Mia, after all."

"I think Sherry is pretty soft on Vinder, too."

"D, don't lump me in with you. I just get dragged into things."

Sherry denied it emphatically. Yes, I do think you get dragged into things quite often.

"Ahem. Mia, how was she when she was in Kurtheite?"

I asked Mia. Incidentally, when I brought this up with Mia last night, she let out a huge sigh. Then she cut me off as I tried to explain and went to Alfina's room.

"In a word, functional. She maintained an attitude of management toward others and herself. Personally, I find it a relatable approach. For example..."

Mia explained what Maytyl was like in Kurtheite.

"Managing personnel with symbols and numbers... She's thorough."

If it were only toward others, I would feel disgusted, but apparently Maytyl treated herself the same way. Well, it was just as I had imagined. Or rather...

"That's why I thought she'd be more receptive to it if I framed it like an experiment."

"Had your and Princess Maytyl's positions been reversed, she might have found it amusing," Mia added. I get it, my bad.

"I agree. I believe the environment, where she is effectively a hostage, is placing a great deal of mental strain on her."

"Especially since Princess Maytyl must have been conscious of the fact that she came to the Royal Capital because you summoned her."

"...I see."

A senior student who had studied abroad once told me something. To practice the saying "when in Rome, do as the Romans do" in a vastly different environment, you first need to establish your own rules. "I learned just how difficult it is to do things that were perfectly normal in Japan. It's especially hard to maintain concentration," he had said. Apparently, all the ordinary things happening around you bombard your brain like static.

That student used to write down what he was about to do on a piece of paper before starting any task over there. He showed me the notebook, and it was like a personal instruction manual.

Maytyl's situation was even worse. After all, she was a hostage in a country that had, until very recently, been an enemy. She made comments to that effect, though she framed them as jokes, and looking back now I can see it.

"Not only did I fail to explain properly. The proposal itself was wrong."

Maytyl had at least tried to implement my suggestion regarding lunch. But it only made things worse. Thinking about it now, the main cause of her loss of appetite was stress. The different food culture and the resulting drowsiness were just factors that exacerbated it.

"...Trying to deal with a stress-induced loss of appetite with a method that increases stress. Of course it was going to fail."

I tried to manage Maytyl’s blood sugar, not Maytyl herself. It is a bad habit of mine, trying to manage human relationships logically.

"It seems you understand. But the way you put it... Well, I suppose it's typical of you."

"I wish I could have provided better support."

"You're both too soft. Vinder is the one at fault for treating a matter concerning a girl's health so carelessly."

Ah, I see. So that's what Rilka and Sherry meant earlier.

"Yeah, yeah, I get it. I've learned my lesson about why I failed."

"So, how are you going to fix this?" Rilka asked.

"What to do..."

With everyone's eyes on me, I fell into thought. I understood the cause of the failure. And the core policy of getting Maytyl to eat a proper lunch hadn't been invalidated. The problem, then, was the method.

"I'll stick with the basic policy of having her eat a proper lunch by stabilizing the fluctuations in her blood sugar. However, I'll shift the target from salad to carbohydrates... the staple food... I guess."

If I were only considering Maytyl's health, salad would be best. But she is a human being. If she likes carbohydrates, then I have to find a way to make improvements with carbohydrates.

"Even if it's not as effective as salad, there must be a staple food that's digested and absorbed more slowly than bread. For example, simply switching to ordinary brown bread would have an effect."

"Isn't that unappetizing? The duchess is providing the finest hospitality she can. Lowering the quality for a royal from another country under her care would cause all sorts of problems."

"That's true. And you couldn't just change Princess Maytyl's bread. It would mean adjusting all the meals at the ducal residence to suit her. And she has already declined that offer once."

"It might just become a new source of stress. In that case, a completely different food would be better."

If I remembered correctly, among staple foods made from wheat, the one with the lowest GI, the slowest rate of absorption, was pasta. But they did not have it here. They had flour, but unlike udon, I was pretty sure you could not make it just by kneading flour with water and salt. Besides, the reason pasta digests slowly was because it was made from a special variety of wheat.

I could probably ask Kenwell to procure some candidate wheat varieties, but starting from material selection for something I did not know how to make would take too long.

Bread was out. There was no rice... Other staples included corn... sweet potatoes... Same problem, I did not even know if they were available. Did they have potatoes? But those were absorbed incredibly fast. Maybe I could grind beans into flour...

No, that would not work. In my past life, there were many soy products touted as healthy, but they were all only delicious for a substitute. There were good reasons why wheat and rice had attained the status of staple foods. Minor grains were just minor grains...

"No, wait a minute..."

I recalled one ingredient. There was a minor grain that was commonly eaten even in modern Japan, where food was plentiful. And...

"What they served when we visited Lisabet was a galette, right?"

"...Yes, though I don't really remember the taste," Sherry said.

"Soba might work."

An image of a nostalgic taste from my past life surfaced in my mind. Soba was a perfectly good staple food. And its digestion and absorption were supposed to be much slower than wheat flour. I had never made soba myself, but I was pretty sure nihachi soba meant a ratio of two parts wheat flour to eight parts buckwheat flour. There were also products advertised as being one hundred percent buckwheat. It seemed less difficult than pasta, at least.

Since its form was completely different, I could push it as an unusual dish...

"No good, I don't have the dipping sauce."

To eat soba, you absolutely needed soy sauce. And bonito flakes. It would be easier to replicate the method for making pasta than to recreate those two incredibly difficult ingredients. Even if I could, I would likely repeat my failure with the yokan.

"Useless..."

Facing the paper where I had written and crossed out candidates, I buried my face in my arms on the desk.

"Here. Tea."

Sherry placed a cup in front of me. The calming green aroma of the tea soothed me just a little.

"I brought some with me when I delivered the dressing to the ducal residence, and they said it was very popular."

As she said this, Sherry's face was clouded.

"What's wrong?"

"...I just remembered having tea with the duchess."

"Isn't that a good thing?"

"...It's your fault. She asked me all sorts of questions."

Sherry's words were cryptic.

"Why? ..........Ah, never mind. I get it. Let's get back on topic."

I had forgotten, but I was responsible for getting one of her sons exiled.

"Anyway, something I can make easily with what I have on hand, and the cooking method has to be..."

I took stock of the ingredients I possessed. The dressing we all made was lined up in front of me. Olive oil, chili peppers, and I was pretty sure garlic was common here. Then there was the bacon I had asked Dalgan-senpai for. If I had pasta with these...

I remembered a dish from my past life. It was simple and delicious. And cheap. It was a dish for poor students. It was packed with elements that stimulate the appetite. I think it was called something like pasta for the poor, but over here...

This was no good. What was the point of thinking based on pasta, which did not exist.

"Wait. There's no pasta, but..."

A noodle dish I had eaten only once in my past life came to mind.

"Hey, Sherry. You've secured a stock of matcha for me, right?"

"You asked for it, so it's fine. But... trying to win her over with ice cream is a bit lazy, don't you think?"

"No, it's not for ice cream. Also, I want to get that other thing I mentioned earlier. They do make it in the kingdom, right?"

"...I'll ask Roston-senpai."

Sherry said. Roston-senpai's family dealt in rare fruits and grains, I recalled. Good. All I needed now was the bacon I had asked Dalgan-senpai for, and the ingredients would be ready.

"You have thought of something, then."

"I'm not very confident, but I have one idea. The only problem is how to get her to eat it..."

If I were the one to suggest it now, it would just be counterproductive.

"Please leave it to me. I believe I can create an opportunity by delivering it to the duchess as an unusual dish," Alfina said.

"Wouldn't that still be close to forcing her..."

"This dish is the result of you, Ricardo-kun, considering not only Princess Maytyl's physical health, but her emotional well being as well, is it not?"

Alfina stared intently at me as she asked.

"I can't guarantee she'll like it, but that is my intention."

Pressed by her gaze, I nodded. This idea was not one born from considering function alone.

"Then I am sure it will be fine. You are simply bad at conveying your thoughts, Ricardo-kun. Although, when one realizes that, it presents its own set of problems..."

Alfina smiled sweetly.

"...I will provide support by explaining that everyone has been constantly pushed around by you," Mia said.

"Is that really support?"

"It is support for Noel, not for you. By making you the enemy, her relationship with Noel may be repaired."

Rilka and Sherry burst out laughing at Mia's words.

"...I see. Please do that."

I nodded.
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			Episode 11: Catering

			The estate of the Yeverg Ducal House, the most powerful noble family near the Royal Capital, felt less opulent and more elegantly refined. It was easy to believe the tales that the successive heads of the house were connoisseurs of the arts. This was my second visit, but last time I was here as a worker for Lisabet’s welcome party. It was, of course, my first time passing through the front gate.

Two women stood before the entrance, attended by a great number of servants and guarded by knights. One was Brandine, the first princess and wife of the Duke. The other was Maytyl, who was officially her guest. The pretense was that a school friend from the Royal Academy had come to visit. I did not need to see Maytyl’s expression to know our true intentions were completely obvious. Still, I supposed I should be grateful to have another chance.

"I am delighted to formally invite you, Vinder-kun. I have heard about you from my brother, forgive me, His Highness the Crown Prince, and from Alfina, and my aunt as well."

Brandine, her chestnut hair swept up, greeted me with a gentle smile. I had held out some hope of being treated as the private chef Alfina brought for a gift, but that was apparently not to be. Well, it could not be helped. Sneaking around in the shadows like last time would not work again.

"You honor me with your words."

I gave a safe, conventional reply. Not that it made the situation any less awkward. There was no way I could ask something like, "So I was responsible for driving your other brother out of the country, how do you feel about that?"

Maytyl remained silent.

"I hear the ice cream from last time was your creation, Vinder-kun. And today you are to make us a rare dish that no one has ever eaten before. My expectations are high." Brandine glanced at Maytyl’s sullen face, then proceeded to raise the bar as high as she possibly could.

◇◇

Alfina and Maytyl walked toward the dining hall without exchanging a single word. Naturally, I thought Brandine, as the host, should be with them, but for some reason she followed me as I was guided to the kitchens.

The only other person with us was an elderly lady-in-waiting with streaks of white in her hair.

"Both my husband and I are very interested in you. After all…"

Brandine offered a meaningful smile.

"French toast, Yokan, and that ice cream. You create one dish after another that no one has ever heard of."

"The credit is not mine alone. It is the fruit of cooperation from my seniors and classmates at the academy. The anko paste in particular was developed by a student named Natalie…"

I bought time by recounting the secret origin story of the anko paste. It seemed to have piqued the interest of Brandine, who had eaten the ice cream at Lisabet’s party. Thanks to that, we covered a good portion of the long corridor. Good, I made it through.

"By the way, Alfina’s duties as the Oracle Princess extend until she is past thirty. What are your thoughts on that, I wonder?"

Brandine asked this abruptly just as we reached the kitchen entrance, located behind the dining hall where Alfina and the others had gone.

"I am not sure I understand what you mean. As I told His Excellency the Chancellor, the fact that something as critical as disaster prediction depends on a single person makes a coward like myself quite uneasy."

"In other words, you want to free Alfina from her role as Oracle Princess as soon as possible. And what will you do after that?"

"That will be up to Alfina-sama’s own will. Yes. As I have been granted the great honor of her friendship at school, I hope to do what little I can to see her wishes fulfilled."

It was, if I did say so myself, a perfect response. I was, in every sense of the word, a commoner with deep loyalty to the royal family. Brandine was smiling as well.

"Alfina is fortunate to have such a reliable friend. Yes, I imagine His Majesty would also be reassured if your ambitions truly go no further than that."

Brandine spoke with satisfaction. Where did the king come into this?

"Here we are. This is Garips, our chef who has served the house since my predecessor’s time. He will be assisting you today, Vinder-kun."

A man standing alone in the kitchen bowed his head in silence. A chef for a ducal estate would be on par with a three-star chef in my past life. He surely could not be pleased to have someone like me show up in his workplace, yet he showed no sign of it on his face. Actually, for some reason, his eyes held a hint of fear as he looked at me. I wondered why.

"Well then, I will begin cooking. Um, Garips-san, it is a pleasure to work with you."

After watching Brandine head toward the dining hall, I placed a large pot on the fire. I unwrapped the cloth I had brought. Inside were the noodles I had worked on until my muscles ached just for today. Thanks to Plural’s help with everything from the trick to stretching the dough to cutting it, I had somehow managed to finish them.

"About the ingredients I requested…"

"They are here."

Garips carried a wooden tray from the counter. At a dash. I had expected him to look at me with more suspicion. Well, I suppose his cooperation was not a problem. He must have been having a hard time with Maytyl’s meals.

The tray was piled high with garlic, chili peppers, and a generous amount of mushrooms and shimeji. A jar of olive oil was also ready beside it.

I picked up a knife, facing the mushrooms. The intense stare from my side was almost painful. The moment I began to move the knife, the chef’s hands started twitching. Ah, I see. He could not bear to watch an amateur’s clumsy work.

"May I leave the mushroom slicing to you?"

The head chef displayed knife skills far beyond my own, and the ingredients were beautifully transformed in an instant. I checked the pot of water, which was close to boiling, then placed a frying pan on the stove next to it. It might be better to let him handle the cooking too, but I wanted him to watch this part. It was a simple dish with little room for error.

Once the pan was hot, I poured in a liberal amount of olive oil. Then, I added the minced garlic and sautéed it. When the aroma of garlic rose, I tossed in the chili peppers, then stir-fried the finely chopped mushrooms in the flavored oil. Finally, I arranged strips of bacon along the edge of the pan.

I dropped the noodles into the pot. The head chef flinched for a moment at the green noodles, but he said nothing. I counted to forty in my head. Since they were fresh, they would cook quickly. All that remained was to combine the two. The only thing to be careful about was adding salt to the cooking water before pouring it into the frying pan.

"It is ready."

Confirming that the olive oil had emulsified and turned cloudy, I took the pan off the heat.

◇◇

"Ricardo-dono, please take a seat as well."

Brandine stopped me as I tried to carry a plate in with the servers. Left with no choice, I sat down in the designated seat next to Alfina.

When the lady-in-waiting I had entrusted with serving lifted the silver cloche, the aroma of garlic spread across the table.

But it seemed sight was more of an issue than smell. I could see Maytyl and Brandine flinch for a second at the green substance. Yes, well, the appearance was not much to look at. Just green noodles with chopped mushrooms and bacon scattered on top. In my past life, it had a host of unflattering nicknames like "poor man’s pasta" or "despair pasta." And on top of that, it was green.

"The color and the shape. It is certainly a dish I have never seen before. Judging from the aroma, is this green from that tea?"

Beside Brandine, Maytyl also stared intently at her plate. The smell should not be unpleasant, but she did not seem to have high expectations.

"How is one supposed to eat this?"

"Like this. You wrap it around your fork."

I inserted my fork into the noodles and twirled it. Then, I brought it to my mouth. Yes, the aroma of garlic, chili pepper, and olive oil made my mouth water. It was a bold and vivid combination. And the flavor of the noodles, which one could almost call earthy, held up to that strong taste.

It was different from the original peperoncino made with pasta, but it was an excellent flavor. If I were to be greedy, I would say a dash of soy sauce as a secret ingredient would be nice.

"So the sauce is an oil flavored with garlic and chili peppers. It is simple, yet it pairs well with this thin food scented with tea. It is a bit aggressive, but the flavor stimulates the appetite," Brandine commented. She seemed impressed. She probably thought I had devised this to whet Maytyl’s appetite.

"I thought the same with the ice cream, but it has a truly mysterious fragrance. I have become quite fond of it," said Alfina, who had joined me for several taste tests. Good, the reviews from those two were not bad. Now, for the main target…

Maytyl let out a small sigh. She somehow managed to lift a minuscule amount onto her fork. She had also meticulously avoided the mushrooms and bacon. Then, she opened her mouth with a blank expression. Her slender jaw moved slowly a few times before her chewing stopped. Now, would she notice it. The power of the noodles supporting this vivid combination of aromas.

"Is this… soba?"

The oil that colored her lips, parted in surprise, was slightly alluring. Her shock at the combination was perhaps the same as mine when I first ate this at a creative Japanese restaurant in my past life.

The main dish I had prepared for Maytyl was chasoba, a peperoncino made with green tea soba noodles. A miraculous Japanese and Western collaboration. I still remembered the impact of it, even after being reborn.

"That is correct. It is made by kneading a mixture of eighty percent buckwheat flour and twenty percent wheat flour with water, which is then thinly sliced and boiled."

In this kingdom, it was only grown in a limited region in the north. I would have struggled to obtain it without Roston-senpai.

"My, soba, you say. That soba. It certainly has an earthy taste. Yes, this flavor is interesting indeed."

Brandine watched Maytyl, whose fork was now moving vigorously.

"I know. I want my husband to try this. And I would like to use it for parties. Would it be possible to have it supplied to us?"

"Thank you. The Belmini and Roston companies I spoke with the other day will be happy to handle your order jointly."

"I look forward to unveiling this. After all, it is a dish no one has ever eaten before."

It seemed Brandine intended to use this at a party. It was likely also an excuse to serve soba at the ducal estate, but seeing her mischievous eyes sparkle, it seemed she was genuinely amused by the idea.

Please go easy on me. Increased demand for matcha is welcome, but production is still limited.

While we were talking, Maytyl’s fork continued to move. The portion was about two-thirds of a normal serving, so her plate was empty in no time.

Alfina and Brandine looked relieved. I, too, breathed a sigh of relief.

After the meal, Alfina was speaking with Brandine. Maytyl, who had been waiting at a distance, approached me.

"Your knowledge is truly bottomless. I never knew soba could be eaten like that. It seems to be a dish that does not exist in the kingdom, either."

She watched me with probing eyes. It was a dish from my hometown in a past life, and a very peculiar one at that.

"The ingredients too. Smoked meat. Mild mushrooms. It seems you put a lot of thought into it."

Maytyl averted her gaze, looking a bit awkward, but then she looked straight at me again.

"It was delicious. This might be the first time I have eaten so much since coming to the Royal Capital."

"I am glad to hear that. Oh, I think it is less likely to make you drowsy than bread, but please let me know if you have any issues."

I added that as a precaution. Soba was a proper staple food, its calories coming mostly from carbohydrates. Even if it was high in fiber, it was less reassuring than eating a salad first. I had used a larger amount of mushrooms with that in mind as well.

And if there was a problem, I would have to consider looking into things a bit more thoroughly. Even if it meant being branded a pervert.

"Your eyes look kind of scary."

"No, haha. As long as you do not get overwhelmingly sleepy, it should not come to that…"

"You are suspicious. But I never thought you would bring something of this caliber. You must have gone to a lot of trouble."

Maytyl asked this while staring intently into my eyes.

"That is how much we need your highness’s strength."

I answered bluntly.

"Honesty is appreciated."

Maytyl laughed. Her smile, which could be called haughty, was dazzling. Perhaps because I had seen her in a weakened state, her impertinent attitude now seemed charming. Girls are unfairly constructed. The ache in my shoulders from making too much soba seemed to fade away.

"If the research does not progress, building a city near the Blood Mountains will be nothing more than a pipe dream."

Thanks to the Empire’s invasion, the project had been a shot in the dark to begin with. We needed her to make it work.

"Is that all…"

"All?"

Maytyl glanced at Alfina, who was talking with Brandine.

"It is for that girl’s sake, is it not?"

"W, well, there is that too. She is an important partner."

"Well, it seems I was unwillingly indebted to you this time. Fine. Sorcery research is my own goal anyway. I will meet your expectations."

"I have faith in you on that front."

"Do you really?"

"Yes. That is why I was able to focus on making today’s meal. I knew that as long as Maytyl-dono got back on her feet, the research would work out somehow."

Even when not at her best, even when she was displeased with me, Maytyl had continued to face her research with sincerity.

"What is wrong? Ah, well, what I just said was more about my hopes…"

Maytyl fell silent and lowered her head, making me panic. Did it sound like I was only interested in her knowledge again?

"Putting that aside, it is true that I am stuck in my research. Do you have any ideas?"

Maytyl shook her head twice and suddenly changed the subject. But I was just saying that we had no choice but to rely on her.

"Honestly, I am at a loss, but if there is one thing I can think of, it is that Castle-Eating Worm. That monster was able to distinguish between faint differences in magic vein wavelengths. That means it must have a mechanism for doing so."

"The Castle-Eating Worm…"

"No, it is just a random thought. I know it is not that simple."

I hurriedly waved my hands at a pensive Maytyl. Biological sensors are incredibly sensitive. In my previous life, we could not create optical sensors that rivaled a living creature’s retina. Nanoscale molecular machines are not something humans can easily imitate.

But Maytyl ignored my words, lost in thought. Then, she lifted her head with a start.

"I have something I need to investigate. I will be taking my leave now."

"Huh? H, hey."

With those words, Maytyl wove between Alfina and Brandine and headed for the stairs. The two of them stared at me, dumbfounded, but all I could do was hold up my palms in a shrug.

◇◇

"Alfina, and Vinder-dono. Thank you again. You have been a great help this time."

Brandine bowed her head to Alfina and me as we prepared to leave the ducal estate.

"I will be counting on you for that strange food, the chasoba."

"Yes. It keeps for quite a while if dried. However, it is an acquired taste, so I doubt it can be served every meal like bread."

I did not think they were dissatisfied with the flavor, but the dish’s novelty must have accounted for much of its good evaluation. Besides, while one might not tire of eating normal soba every other day, one would quickly grow tired of a novelty like chasoba.

"It seems there is less resistance if the meat is smoked and the vegetables are mushrooms."

I added this remark. It was not actually intentional on my part, simply the result of trying to replicate the dish from my past life.

"I see. So trying to serve only the finest things is backfiring on us. I will be sure to tell my husband of your work today."

"To His Grace the Duke? Is that…?"

"He is in charge of diplomatic relations with the Empire."

I see, so that was why they were looking after Maytyl. Wow, this whole thing feels like I was being tested.

"That is part of it. But yes, like His Highness the Crown Prince, I will be placing my hopes in you, Vinder-kun."

Brandine said something even more frightening. Then she looked at Alfina.

"So, do your best, Alfina."

"Yes. Just now, the way Ricardo-kun was looking at Maytyl-dono…"

"Wait, Ricardo!"

A voice from above cut through Alfina’s words. Maytyl was descending the stairs, holding a bundle of papers.

"Deliver this to Noel. And this to Mia."

"Uh, yeah. What is this…?"

"A new idea. Ah, I can hardly wait for the next step. Oh, and do not forget the ice cream. Today was today, but a promise is a promise."

Maytyl rattled on. It had been about two hours since she ate. It seemed she was fine. As she thrust the papers at me, I gathered them and felt a sense of relief at the flush in her cheeks.

"Do your best, Alfina. The future of the kingdom is at stake."

"Yes…"

The royal sisters-in-law were talking about something with serious faces. Even though the problem was solved, I could not shake a vaguely unsettling feeling.
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			Episode 12: First Half, A Confident Creation

			A week had passed since I cooked at the ducal residence. Having wrapped up our research in the archives, Alfina and I headed for the lab. Today was the day Maytyl had promised to show us her results. I had, incidentally, been strictly reminded not to forget her reward.

Thanks to that, Natalie and the others were in the director's office at this very moment, making ice cream.

When we went up to the second floor of the lab and opened the door, we found Maytyl with her arms crossed, gazing down at us. Deeper in the room, Noel was adjusting an optical bench while Fulsy held an object that looked like a board.

Good, it looked like Mia made it in time too. She had been popping in every so often to lend a hand.

"Have you prepared the ice cream?"

"Is that the first thing you ask? Yes, I have them making it now."

My eyes moved past Maytyl. I couldn't see any major differences in the optical bench Noel was tinkering with. The only changes I could spot were that it was back to a single prism, and that this one prism was larger than before.

"Well then, allow me to begin my explanation. This is what we devised."

Maytyl held up two components mounted on rods. In each hand, she twirled a transparent part set within a round ring.

"A lens? But..."

It was likely made from dragon crystal. That wasn't particularly strange, considering it was an experiment with light.

Focusing the light with a lens would reduce the surface area, which meant the density of magic per unit area would increase. However, there were supposed to be two disadvantages. First, the spacing would also narrow, which contradicted the goal of distinguishing between different wavelengths. Second, the refractive index of a lens changes depending on where the light hits.

"The first one goes here."

Watching my confusion with a look of satisfaction, Maytyl installed the first component on the optical bench. Contrary to my expectation, she placed it between the slit and the prism.

"You're going to focus the light coming from the slit with a lens? Doesn't that seem wrong?"

"No. It's the reverse, the reverse."

Maytyl glanced at Fulsy. Fulsy stood and went to the stone slate. She drew a diagram showing light hitting a lens and converging at a focal point. Then, she added a slit at the location of that focal point.

"Try turning what ye just said on its head. The focal point of this lens is perfectly aligned with the slit. What happens when the magic, narrowed by the slit, spreads out toward the lens?"

So, it wasn't about focusing the light, but about catching the narrowed light as it spread. Not like the science experiment where you burn paper, but more like how you use a magnifying glass to look at something.

"The light gains an angle as it spreads from the slit, and the lens returns it to a parallel path. This was the absolutely critical part."

"I see. So all the light hits the prism at the same angle."

It made sense. The magic narrowed by the slit would spread out slightly on its way to the prism. This meant that from the center of the magic to its edges, it would strike the prism at various angles. Consequently, when refracting, even waves of the same length would bend in slightly different directions. The resulting image would be blurred horizontally. But if the light was adjusted with a lens so that it traveled straight, that problem would disappear.

...Damn. I was being reminded all over again that my knowledge was stuck at an elementary school level.

"Exactly. And the other lens goes here."

Maytyl placed the lens from her left hand after the prism.

"With this, we can bring each wavelength of magic to a focus at a different location."

That was the effect I had first imagined. The light emitted from the magic crystal is narrowed to a single point by the slit, then spreads out. The first lens makes it parallel again, and the prism separates it by wavelength. The magic, now separated, is then focused by the second lens into different spots according to each wavelength. This time, it was being focused at staggered locations.

If I thought of the magic's flow simply, it was like a pencil sharpened at both ends. The first lens was the magnifying glass. The second lens could be thought of as the human eye.

My head was spinning, but I somehow managed to grasp the concept.

"Still, it's amazing you came up with this."

"W, well, I suppose you could say Ricardo's words gave me a hint. I remembered there was a strange flow of magic deep in the Castle-Eating Worm's head. Looking back on it now, I suppose I was thinking about how to replicate the shape of that flow."

I see. So that was what Maytyl had been investigating at the ducal residence.

"Come on, the proof is in the pudding. I'll show you the power of the new analyzer."

At Maytyl's signal, Noel placed a small magic crystal into the improved spectrum measuring device. It was the magic crystal from a single slime mold monster, the one we couldn't measure at all last time.

The magic-sensing paper reacted in just a few minutes. Wasn't that as fast as when we used a regular magic crystal? If I remembered correctly, the magic content of a scrap crystal from a slime mold monster was one-hundredth of the normal amount.

"Can it really make that much of a difference?"

In response to my surprise, Maytyl puffed out her chest.

"The efficiency improvements are layered, centered around the lenses. By passing the magic through a lens before it hits the prism, we can also increase the width of the magic source captured by the slit. And since the lens's effect increased the resolution, we only need one prism, which cuts the loss at the prism in half. Focusing the separated wavelengths also increases the exposure per unit area. And then..."

Maytyl looked at Noel and Fulsy.

"We applied the pigment from the magic-sensing paper to sorcery silver instead of paper. This eliminates the blurring caused by the paper's fiber alignment and increases the magic's adhesion. ...Though it does raise the cost quite a bit."

"We used fewer prisms, but getting the lenses to the right precision was a struggle."

"Plus, Mia calculated the distances and angles of the optical path for us. Thanks to her, we were able to keep the trial and error to a minimum."

The four of them nodded at each other. They had developed a real team atmosphere while I was gone.

"I cannot wait to point this at a magic vein. Now, what wonders will it show us?"

"It seems like it could also be used to analyze the alchemical process. I think we should install one in the Magic Dormitory. I mean, if we monopolize something like this, who knows what people will say."

"With this, I can finally get back to the ledgers..."

The magic team chatted cheerfully about future prospects. Though one of them was making my heart race.

"Its potential is far greater than that. We can now analyze magic on an unprecedented level. The applications are endless. ...Though your intentions are involved in that, of course."

Maytyl said, looking at Leonard, who was standing at the very back. Leonard gave me a troubled look. The more powerful the device, the bigger the headache it would become. But no, now that the magic team had produced results, it was my responsibility to make use of them. First, I would demonstrate its effectiveness in a way the royal palace would understand by measuring a magic vein. Then, I would delve into the mechanism of the crystal's prophecies.

Well, that was a story for later. For now, I should respond to Maytyl, who was puffing her chest out proudly while looking at me with expectant eyes.

"Alright, about that promise... Sherry, if you would."

I spoke toward the door behind me. At my signal, Sherry and Natalie carried in plates on trays.

On the plates was a swirl of brown cream, sprinkled with black specks. Brown and black. Maytyl tilted her head at the plain appearance. For the record, Plural, who had helped us make it, had worn the exact same expression.

"This is another case of 'the proof is in the pudding'. Go on, try it."

At my words, Sherry gave a timid nod, and Natalie a slow one. After all, Maytyl had been so full of confidence. I had a confident creation of my own prepared.
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			"The things you make have such simple colors, Ricardo. I thought you said this was a cold dessert made with that tea?"

Maytyl tilted her head, spoon still in hand. It was true—there wasn't a hint of green anywhere.

"It's different from the one at Princess Lisabet's welcome party," Alfina remarked. "And what's on top looks like chunky red bean paste."

"It'd be boring to make the exact same thing twice. I think you'll find the flavor is on par with the last one. Go on, please."

Maytyl took her spoon and slowly pushed it into the dome.

"Oh, so it's inside."

Beneath the brown cream, the green ice cream revealed itself. The spoon now held a mix of coarse red bean paste, cream, and matcha ice cream. The moment it entered her small lips, Maytyl's eyes shot wide open.

"Hah, hahaha! To think I'd be fooled by its appearance again. A cold dessert is a luxury in itself, but what is *this*?"

Her lips curved into a smile she couldn't contain. It seemed to be to her liking. Of course it was—this combination was a guaranteed success with Maytyl.

Maytyl immediately went for a second bite. Seeing this, everyone else picked up their spoons.

"This cream is chestnut-flavored, isn't it? The sweetness is gentle, and the texture is so smooth," Alfina commented.

"When you eat it with the tea-flavored ice cream and the red bean paste on top... Ah! I know! This is that thing, isn't it?" Noel exclaimed.

"Vinder-san instructed us to create something close to a chestnut *yokan*, so I worked with Sherry and the people from Plural to make it," Natalie explained.

"...This might be the best thing you've ever come up with, senpai."

"N-No, I wouldn't go that far... But, I have to admit..."

"Of course it is. Ricardo prepared this specially for me, after all."

"Well, I did tailor it for you, yes. But this is to celebrate the magic team's accomplishment..."

"Princess Maytyl, that's twice in a row... Aren't you being a little too spoiled by Ricardo-kun?"

Alfina puffed out her cheeks. Maytyl simply thrust out her chest.

"Oh, but you're mistaken. It's not twice, it's three times. Ricardo made that dressing for me, too."

"...Three times."

Alfina's clasped hands began to tremble. *Seriously? You both know the whole story from start to finish. Why are you even counting that failed dressing? It should be -1 for the dressing, +1 for the soba peperoncino, and +1 for this ice cream. The correct total should be one!*

"That calculation is a little off," Mia interjected. *Yes! Use your famous math skills to sort this out!*

"There were three types of dressing. You should calculate it as five times."

"...Um, Mia-san."

*In that case, it should be -3, which means the total is -1. This is strange. Why am I getting this simple addition and subtraction wrong?*

Wait, the gazes from Noel, Sherry, and the others—who were just moments ago savoring the ice cream—have turned sharp. And Fulsy and Leonard have retreated to a corner, though they made sure to take their ice cream with them. How did it come to this?

"So, the next step is to point this analyzer at an actual magic vein. Should we go east or west...? We'll also have to figure out a method for investigating the tree rings. The magic-sensing plates are expensive, but we have to try them at least once."

"Why not go all the way to the great river? With this level of sensitivity, we could probably get a reading even from across the water."

"Um, if we're going to move it, we need to account for vibrations and..."

As expected, the magic team had already moved on to the next topic, their empty plates before them. Maytyl, who had been at the center of it, turned back to me.

"What are your thoughts, Ricardo? Whatever you come up with, I'll make it a reality. In the meantime, you can just think up my reward. Like this time."

Maytyl shot me a mischievous smile. What's with this vaguely stay-at-home-husband position she's putting me in? In truth, I can't do much more than offer concepts when it comes to magic.

She then turned and grabbed a troubled-looking Noel by the shoulder. "Right, Noel?"

"That division of labor might not be a bad idea..."

"Ricardo-kun!?"

"Senpai..."

Alfina and Mia stared at me.

*No, if I fall for such a cheap provocation, it'll damage my dignity as a project leader. The right move here is to remain composed and show I have the magnanimity to entrust this to the magic team...*

"Actually, I have an idea for a little diversion. Something I'd like you to test with that."

I pointed at the spectrum analyzer. I wasn't taking the bait. I was just trying something I'd been curious about for a while.

"And what might that be?"

Maytyl's eyes narrowed.

"Director. Do you have an empty, ordinary magic crystal and a crimson magic crystal?"

"I have the crimson one here. As for an empty one... Noel should have one. What are you planning?"

"First, place the crimson magic crystal in front of the slit like usual. Noel, I want you to put the empty magic crystal where the magic-sensing plate would go. Position it so it aligns with the thickest band from the crimson magic crystal."

"What in the world are you starting...? Just completing this device is a huge achievement..."

Noel's face was tinged with fear as she did as I asked. I wish she wouldn't react so dramatically.

"Hey, now, there's a good chance this won't work, so don't be disappointed if nothing happens. It's just for fun, remember?"

I emphasized that it was just a little diversion. If my hypothesis was correct, a certain phenomenon could occur. But if it was correct, the wavelengths would need to match precisely, so a disappointing result was entirely possible.

"Okay, now irradiate the empty magic crystal with magic from the crimson one."

Noel drew out the magic from the crystal. The released magic struck the crystal that had lost its luster. The magic vanished as if it were being absorbed into it.

At that moment, the expressions of all three of them changed. Fulsy looked like he'd just seen a new toy. Noel was bewildered. Maytyl's mouth was hanging wide open—even wider than when she was stuffing her cheeks with ice cream. Did it work?

"Alright, now measure the empty magic crystal that was just irradiated, using the magic-sensing paper as you normally would."

Magic emanated from the crystal, creating a crisp, clear band on the paper. The magic in the depleted crystal had been restored. The high-energy wavelength from the crimson crystal had likely excited whatever it is inside a normal magic crystal that holds magic.

"And you... call this a diversion?"

"To think you can replenish a magic crystal that's been completely drained..."

While I was just relieved I hadn't killed the mood, Fulsy and Noel were in an uproar. Maytyl was still silent.

Well, being able to charge—no, *re-magize*—a normal magic crystal with a rare one probably doesn't have much practical application.

But in principle, it's hugely significant. After all, this proves that magic shares the same fundamental structure as the other forces in physics.

To use electromagnetism as an analogy, it's a structure where you have an element with a 'charge,' like an electron, and a force carrier, like a photon, that conveys the force generated by that 'charge.'

"So, what do you think, Princess Maytyl?"

*THUD.*

Maytyl slammed her head onto the table.

"Hey, what's wrong? Are you okay? Don't tell me you're feeling unwell again..."

But Maytyl, head still on the table, began to laugh.

"Unbelievable. To think the principle behind the Mana Charging Furnace was something like this. Seeing that speed... do you have any idea how valuable this alone is...?"

I'd intended it purely as an experiment for basic research, but Maytyl's reaction was far more intense than I'd expected. And she mentioned speed. What was she comparing it to that she thought was fast?

...Wait a second, I remember the Empire's ability to resupply magic was much higher than anticipated.

"Hey, could it be that—"

"Is Lady Alfina present?"

The door suddenly burst open and Claudia strode in. She spotted Alfina and quickly approached her.

"Perfect timing, Clau. You should try this new ice cream..."

"My apologies, Your Highness. We've just received a communication from the cathedral..."

Claudia informed Alfina of her business, her voice low, likely conscious of Maytyl's presence. The cathedral? The crystal was currently sending signals once a week. At that rate, the next one shouldn't be until the day after tomorrow. ...Did the interval shorten?

I instinctively shot to my feet. But Alfina, listening to Claudia, shook her head at me. Claudia didn't seem overly tense either, but...

"I'm sorry, Ricardo-kun. I'm going back to the cathedral, just to be safe."

"Alright... Please, don't overdo it."

"I'll be fine. It's a bit complicated, but I've eaten something delicious and I'm full of energy."

That's what Alfina said. All I could do was watch her go.

"You really saved the biggest surprise for last, didn't you?"

As I watched the closed door, Maytyl's voice came from behind me.

"Ah, well, I wasn't sure it would work. I just got lucky."

The energy levels of the magic in the crystal must be fairly simple.

"Is that really all?"

"...By the way, how are your meals coming along?"

I changed the subject. Seeing Maytyl's reaction earlier, this was clearly more than just a diversion. Maytyl visibly relaxed.

"I'm able to eat lunch properly now. ...And I'm making sure to eat salads, too. I can't very well have them prepare soba every single time. Besides, it's not like I didn't understand what you said about sugar."

"That's good to hear."

Though relieved by Maytyl's words, my eyes kept drifting to the window. I could see Alfina heading toward the waiting carriage with Claudia. They weren't rushing, but...

"Ancient Dragon's Eye..."

"Huh?"

Maytyl's soft murmur pulled my attention back into the room.

"In the Empire, that's what we call advanced magic tools that seem beyond human creation. I've never seen one myself, but in the Empire, the prophetic crystal would almost certainly be called an Ancient Dragon's Eye."

"...Come to think of it, they did call Alfina the Priestess of the Ancient Dragon's Eye."

"Apparently, the Empire used to have several of them. But now, only one remains—the lowest grade one, though we still couldn't possibly create it. The users for all the others died out."

"...The users died out."

I swallowed hard. For some reason, the pleasant, lingering astringency of matcha and chestnut on my tongue now felt harsh.

"Yes. It was over a hundred years ago, so I don't know the details of why it happened. But your concerns might not be unfounded. That's all I can tell you."

So that's it. She knew what I was worried about and shared that with me.

"...Thank you. I'll hurry the analysis of the crystal."

I bowed my head.

"I-It's fine. Look, now you have no choice but to share the results of the crystal's analysis with me, right?"

Maytyl turned her face away as she spoke.

"Yes, that's how I'll frame it."

I said it without hesitation. I couldn't afford to worry about political standings now.

I looked at the magic spectrum analyzer we had just completed today. Then I looked at the magic team who built it and Sherry and the others who helped. It's alright. I have plenty of reliable allies I can count on, including Maytyl.
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			"I am alright, Ricardo-kun. It is only a slight headache. My head was probably just startled since it has been so long."

Alfina pushed herself up in bed and smiled at me.

Three days had passed since the spectrum analyzer was finished, the day Alfina was summoned to the cathedral. She had returned the next morning, unsteady on her feet, and had been resting in her room at the grand ducal residence for two days since.

"And this way, I get to eat your French toast."

Alfina smiled mischievously. On the table beside the bed sat an empty plate. Compared to her pale face the day she returned, the color had certainly come back to her cheeks.

◇◇

"She is not running a fever. And her appetite has returned."

Clau, who had followed me when I left the room, told me this. Alfina was apparently only resting today as a precaution under Euphillia's orders, and she had been telling the truth when she said she felt well enough to go to the Royal Academy.

It was true that even when she had felt unwell after touching the crystal before, the effects had never lingered. But what Maytyl had said about the ancient dragon's eye still bothered me. Even without that, my own theories about the prophetic crystal's mechanism were cause for concern.

"But this is the first time the strain has affected her health so early on, isn't it?"

"That's right. It is also true that the crystal's reaction this time seems different."

The intervals between the crystal's signals were long.

"You do not get to see what Lady Alfina is like when she is actually with the crystal, do you."

"During the process, she is isolated from everyone. No one but the Oracle Princess may enter the chamber. Well, there are exceptions. In any case, I am usually standing guard in the corridor leading to the room."

"..."

Measuring the crystal was not going to be straightforward. I steeled myself for the discussion to come. I arrived at Euphillia's office. A butler was waiting in front of the room as always. He gestured for me to proceed further inside. So it was that room.

"Please look after Her Highness."

"...I know."

Clau turned back to return to Alfina's side. I really was not the kind of person who should be involved in this sort of thing. For a moment, a thought of self preservation crossed my mind.

"How foolish. This is the result of a decision I made myself in that library."

I muttered the words under my breath.

I followed the butler's wall-like back deeper into the office. The door to the room I had entered only once before was opened.

◇◇

Two people, a man and a woman, were in the candlelit room. It looked like a secret rendezvous between two people of noble birth. The fact that they were aunt and nephew gave it a touch of the immoral. I was only joking, of course. Three seats were arranged around a circular table. I silently took the empty one. Both Craig's and Euphillia's eyes turned to me.

"I have two things to say. The first is that we must begin analyzing the crystal with the new analysis device as soon as possible. The second is that we must stop Alfina's contact with the crystal until we have the results."

I tried my best to speak in a calm tone.

"Calm down a little."

Ephillia looked troubled. No, you can tell from my voice, I am calm.

"We should sort out the situation first."

Craig said. Was it not a little late for that?

"The crystal is emitting signals in a new pattern, and it is placing a greater burden on Alfina than ever before. That is the situation."

I stated the objective facts.

"An unprecedented reaction could also mean a disaster of unprecedented scale or nature may occur."

Craig said.

"Expectations for the prophecy are also high. A clear image has yet to appear, but a meeting has already been convened at the Chancellor's Office by royal decree to prepare a response."

Thinking back to the first prophecy, it felt like a different era.

"The prophecy is certainly a great power. But that is exactly why we must understand its limits and ensure it can be used sustainably. If you rely on one person, what will you do if another with the aptitude fails to appear?"

This situation, where they were weighing Alfina's health against disaster countermeasures, needed to be torn out by the root.

"I do not disagree with that. Nor with the fact that you have been arguing for this from the very beginning. We understand."

Ephillia said. Craig nodded as well.

"Alfina's health is also our first priority. That is why you investigated the health records of all the past Oracle Princesses, is it not."

"And was it not your own conclusion that, for the most part, there were no significant effects?"

"That is... That is only if the previous patterns hold true. And we now have new information about the ancient dragon's eye..."

"We have received the report. It is certainly something we cannot ignore. However, considering the source of the information, we cannot simply take it at face value without verification. Am I wrong?"

"That is..."

That was true. My principle was to verify everything, regardless of whether I trusted the person providing the information. There were plenty of people who passed on incorrect information with the best of intentions.

"Of course, if she says she is unwell, I will force her to rest as her guardian. Just like today. But Alfina herself would not consent to abandoning her duties."

Ephillia said. I recalled Alfina's demeanor just before I came here. She was staking the honor of her beloved parents on her duty. That was unlikely to change, even with the relief repaired.

"My thinking is this, we maintain the current situation until the next prophetic image appears. Once it does, we will form a hypothesis and do everything in our power to verify it, which will allow us to counter the disaster and reduce the burden on the Oracle Princess."

"Then..."

I cut myself off. I understood it was a reasonable course of action based on the information we had and the information we lacked. My priorities were just different from theirs. And the difference in our priorities did not outweigh the disadvantages of me rejecting their plan.

I unclenched the fist I had been holding under the table.

"Alright then, two things to deal with the prophecy. First, as I said at the beginning, I want to hurry the measurement of the crystal."

"...Hmph."

"...Yes, that is true."

Their response was sluggish.

"Is there a problem?"

"Well, there are those who are wary of you getting too close to the crystal's power, Ricardo. But you can leave that matter to us."

"...Indeed."

The crown prince and the grand duchess nodded.

"For the two of you to be concerned... Ah, I see."

The king. Well, I would not say it was unfair. But if that was the case, there was a better way.

"There is a simple and fundamental way to solve this."

"And what is that?"

"We destroy the crystal. Then no one can monopolize it. His Majesty would surely rest easier, would he not?"

"Calm yourself. We are going in circles. Leave the matter of taking measurements at the cathedral to us. We will not keep you waiting, for Alfina's sake as well."

"...My apologies."

He was right, that last comment was not very calm. If these two had taken on the task, then I could trust them.

"And the other thing?"

Craig asked.

"Measures to expedite the investigation of the Blood Mountains, a possible source of the disaster or large scale fluctuations in the leylines. In other words..."

"The research being conducted at the Great Sage's laboratory."

"The talk about being able to strengthen that fire magic..."

Craig's expression became unreadable, and Euphillia's face grew stern.

"With the new measurement device and the magic catalyst, it should not be too difficult to improve existing formulas. As things stand, it would be a necessary technology for the Empire as well..."

"A necessary technology, you say. This would push us towards a form of alliance, with the demonic beasts as our common enemy. To be frank, it is premature... Understood. I will propose negotiations with the Empire at the next council meeting."

"We will have to speak with Duke Yvelg, who is in charge of diplomacy with the Empire."

I felt a sense of urgency precisely because I expected this to take time. But knowing the two of them had taken it on, even if it was not a perfect solution, made me feel a little more at ease.

All that was left was for me to do my best with what I could control. First, I needed to revise the research policy at the lab. We had to hurry and start measuring the leylines at the magic spectrum level.
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			Two days after our discussion with Prince Craig and the others, I gathered the members of the Magic Division in the lab. In the room on the second floor were Fulsy, Noel, and Maytyl.

"On the assumption that the prophecy will manifest soon, I want to decide on our future plans," I said to the gathered members in the lab.

"Hmm, since measuring the magic power spectrum has become possible, it's only natural, isn't it?" Fulsy remarked.

"Yes, that's right, its application range is too wide," Noel added.

Fulsy and Noel nodded.

"Hey... Is it really okay for me to be here?" Maytyl looked behind her. Leonardo was not there. He had gone to the Royal Palace to report on the completed magic wave detector. Apparently, he was reporting directly to the King. He was incredibly nervous and had been bombarding Noel and the others with questions yesterday.

Ordinarily, Maytyl should not have been present today. Fulsy had called her here using her authority as the head of the research institute. And Maytyl's concerns were valid. Normally, the proper step would be to inform Maytyl of the results after this discussion, then ask for her intentions. However, I wanted to act as quickly as possible now.

Incidentally, I hadn't taken advantage of Leonardo's absence. It was entirely coincidental. As a matter of fact, even if Leonardo were here now, what I had to say would not change.

"Please think of it as an observer's role."

"So, I have the right to speak, but no decision-making power, is that it? In that case, I won't hold back my opinions," Maytyl said.

"First, regarding the crystal's reaction this time..." I explained Alfina's condition.

"Even though the frequency of signals arriving is lower than before, the Princess is receiving a greater impact, isn't she...?"

"So Alfina-sama..." Fulsy and Noel frowned. Incidentally, Alfina was not only at the academy today, but also holding an after-school study session. From what I briefly saw, she seemed fine. She didn't appear to be overexerting herself either.

"Isn't it a stronger omen than before? Up until now, the omens were too small, and at this stage, they couldn't be perceived as omens. That's how I would think about it," Maytyl said. In other words, it's possible that even in the previous three prophecies, there were stages where signals arrived once a week or once every five days.

"If the cycle becomes shorter in the future, Alfina would have to receive even stronger signals, then..."

"That's highly probable. But isn't there something even more concerning?"

"...The possibility that the calamity itself is on a larger scale, isn't it?" Fulsy responded to Maytyl's words.

"...And perhaps distance is also a factor," Noel said hesitantly.

"What do you mean?"

"The first prophecy concerned the magic pulse fluctuation in the Western Forest. The second was Tuvil Mountain. And the third was at the border between the Royal Capital and the Western region, right? In this experiment, the attenuation of magic power due to distance was quite a concern, so I thought that..."

"We can't ignore what Noel says," Maytyl said. Her gaze turned north.

"Distance and strength, huh..." I fell into thought. Wireless information weakens inversely proportional to distance. This occurs even in a vacuum without any obstacles. Suppose information is transmitted by the lighting of a lamp. The area illuminated by the information, that is, the light, expands as the distance increases. This is true even if the power of each individual photon does not change over distance. It's easier to understand if you consider the area illuminated by the light, comparing when a box is placed over the lamp and when it's allowed to illuminate the room directly.

"Like previous catastrophes, if we can't directly investigate the cause or implement countermeasures..." This is the worst. The greater the danger to Alfina, the higher the importance of the prophecy becomes.

Calm down. If I let anxiety consume me, I won't even be able to do what I can. I intended to anticipate the worst-case scenario from the start, didn't I?

"It's not all bad. Fortunately, we have this. Iris-1, that is," Fulsy said, looking at the magic wave detector. It seemed a name had been decided. That was certainly true. We developed it to investigate the calamity of prophecy, that is, the magic pulse fluctuations, in more detail. In that sense, one could say we were ahead of the curve.

"So, what specifically?"

"First, let's organize the current possibilities." I stood before the stone tablet. First, I'd dump the information from my brain. The brain's memory capacity was extremely limited, and I used it for both memory and thought. By first offloading memories to an external storage device, I could free up brain regions for thinking. I would secure space within my brain for contemplation.

"The current magic pulse spectrum analysis, then."

"How far back can we trace past tree ring records with Iris-1?"

"The calamity of prophecy originates from magic pulse fluctuations."

"...Utilizing Iris-1 for magic catalyst screening."

"There are records of a dragon horde's attack over four hundred years ago."

"The pacification of the Empire's magic pulse activity."

"Improvement of magic circuits."

"The crystal of prophecy is an Ancient Dragon Eye, or an artifact."

......

Many possibilities were lined up on the stone tablet.

"Let's organize this. First, let's divide these listed items into information and actions."

"What do you mean?" Maytyl's eyes gleamed. It was a method unnecessary for quick-witted individuals who didn't need such detailed attention.

"For example, 'Records of a dragon horde's attack four hundred years ago' is information. On the other hand, 'Current magic pulse spectrum analysis' is an action, right?" I said.

"Now that you mention it, yes." I divided them into "Actions" and "Information."

"What's important are the actions. Next, we'll bundle these actions into projects."

"Hmm, the first one is 'Magic Pulse Spectrum Analysis', then," Fulsy said.

"Would that be divided into current and past?"

"And 'Analysis of the Prophecy Crystal.' The rest I'll call 'Miscellaneous.'"

"Analysis of the Prophecy Crystal"

　　"Analyzing prophecies emitted from the crystal as magic power spectra."

　　"Investigating the harmfulness of the crystal's magic power."

　　"Investigating records of ancient magic pulse disasters."

"Magic Pulse Spectrum Analysis"

　　"Analyzing the current magic pulse spectrum."

　　"Analyzing past magic pulse spectra."

　　"Selecting and collecting ancient magic pulse record samples."

　　"Dating ancient magic pulse disasters."

"Miscellaneous"

　　"Screening magic catalysts utilizing spectra."

　　"Miniaturizing circuits using magic catalysts."

　　"Strengthening magic staffs through circuit miniaturization."

"It's certainly much more organized now... but," Fulsy said.

"Even taking just one item listed here, it would take at least years. At worst, it could consume an excellent sorcerer's entire life." The three of them made subtle, troubled faces. The problem was prioritization. When you expand, you must then narrow down. A list is not just a memo.

"Measuring the crystal is the top priority, but it can probably be carried out soon. Therefore, I want you to focus on the magic pulse in the lab. I'm taking 'the calamity of prophecy originates from magic pulse fluctuations' as a premise."

"In other words, while progressing with the current magic pulse spectrum analysis, we'll use tree rings to investigate how far back in the past we can go, isn't that right?"

"Um. If Iris-2, which is planned for the Magic Dormitory, is completed, couldn't we entrust the measurement of the eastern and western magic pulses to it?" Noel said. In that case, the current and past magic pulse measurements could be carried out in parallel. That was important.

"Can you rush it...?"

"Well, I am a court sorcerer apprentice, after all," Noel said, puffing out her chest. In her line of sight was a half-finished optical bench. And there were dark circles under her eyes.

"I'm counting on you."

"Isn't that taking a roundabout approach?" Maytyl spoke.

"What do you mean by that?"

"No offense, Ricardo, but I prioritize the calamity of prophecy over the Oracle Princess. Especially if this current calamity is a huge one occurring far away." Maytyl pointed to "Miscellaneous."

"When a calamity occurs, or rather, even for mere investigation, we need more power than ever before, don't we? Even if we can accurately predict the calamity of prophecy, we'll be doomed if we don't have the power to counteract it." Maytyl stepped into a problem we had unconsciously avoided. It was also what she had sought since she came here. In the first place, she had come here captivated by magic semiconductors. She had the goal of rebuilding the Empire's magic forces, which had been halved.

"Ricardo and the others investigated the disaster from four hundred years ago, but..."

"Ah, yes."

"The Empire also has similar records. However, they aren't heroic tales like yours. They are simply records of people being relentlessly overrun by monsters. In the Empire, several traces remain as ruins. Incidentally, there are records of a ruined city existing north of the new territory Ricardo is aiming for, near the Blood Mountains. No living person has ever seen it, though." Maytyl's words lacked her usual audaciousness. I see, that's a plausible story. I also believe the disaster four hundred years ago was quite widespread.

And the ruined city Maytyl mentioned. That area is the current border between the Kingdom and the Empire. If the range of the magic pulse was different then than it is now, it would be natural for an ancient great nation to establish a city there.

"...Therefore, the improvement of magic staffs should be advanced as quickly as possible." We fell silent at Maytyl's words. Magic staffs that could generate powerful spiral flame with far less magic power than before. That was also what I had appealed to Prince Craig about, that it was necessary to open up the new urban areas.

"I have asked Prince Craig to proceed with negotiations with the Empire," I said.

"So, do we just have to wait for that? But is that really so simple?" Maytyl looked at me with serious eyes, as if questioning my resolve.

"..." It couldn't possibly be simple. It was a monumental matter that could greatly shake the national balance between both countries. It was an issue comparable to the strategic nuclear arms reduction negotiations between the U.S. and the Soviet Union in my previous life. Moreover, it was about enhancement, not reduction.

Even though there was a common goal of magic pulse disasters... Power, huh... The larger the calamity, the more Alfina's burden would be overlooked. In that case, at worst, it would become necessary to forcefully strike down the calamity.

Maytyl had indicated the potential danger of the Ancient Dragon Eye. Even without that, I was skeptical of the crystal's mechanism. Now that we knew the wavelength of magic power had the same properties as light, this was even more so.

Sorcery was an ultra-efficient form of information processing. Both the observation and transmission of information were closely related to wavelength and energy. Naturally, this also applied to the reception of that information.

However, my understanding regarding this was unreliable. The information physics I'd heard about in my previous life was too advanced for my humble brain.

"...Regarding negotiations with the Empire, we can only rely on His Royal Highness the Crown Prince and His Grace the Grand Duke. Once we have the crystal's measurement results, I'll press the point again." In the end, that's what I said. Thinking calmly, it should be the best approach at this point. As an amateur, I couldn't allow myself to get entangled in the political situation between the Kingdom and the Empire.

"Well, if you say measures are being taken, then we can only hope for the best from them. Incidentally, I have no objections to the policy regarding magic pulse measurement either." Maytyl released me from her gaze with a casual air. Fulsy and Noel also nodded.

◇◇

"Ricardo-kun. Um... Oh, Maytyl-denka, you're here too." The discussion ended, and as I went to the entrance to see Maytyl off as she left the lab, Alfina, who happened to be coming this way, called out to me.

"Yes, Ricardo asked me to lend my strength, so I did."

"Oh, I see. Um, I was hoping we could go home together..." Alfina looked at Maytyl hesitantly.

"I'm done here. Well then, think about what we just discussed," Maytyl said. With that, Maytyl headed towards her carriage.

"..."

"Is your study session over? How is your physical condition...?" I spoke to the silent Alfina.

"Ricardo-kun, you worry too much. See? I'm perfectly fine." Alfina spun around once in front of me. Her glossy hair swirled, and her skirt flared out softly. Yeah, cuter than usual... No, she seemed energetic.

Was the crystal's danger merely temporary? No, the transmission of prophecies had only just begun. Moreover, if they accumulated, who knew what might happen. It was even conceivable that the frequency of calamities could increase due to large-scale magic pulse fluctuations.
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			　A jet black detection plate lay before us. It was the result of measurements taken while moving the tree ring samples left and right, and the detection plate up and down.

　Even if the magic power extracted from the tree rings was applied directly to Iris, no data could be obtained. The amount of magic power in the tree rings is far less than in low quality magic crystals, and furthermore, unlike magic crystals, a procedure for humans to extract magic power has not been established. This is especially true considering that magic power containing various wavelengths obstructs the flow of magic power.

「It's as expected, I suppose, if you think about it.」

　We nodded at Fulsy's words. The problem was how to overcome this.

「We can separate the tree rings year by year, and then extract the components that emit magic power. With this method, we can use a more concentrated sample than the tree rings themselves.」

　If it's a stick of tree rings one centimeter wide, assuming one year's growth of tree rings is five millimeters, that's roughly a 0.5 cubic centimeter sample. Moreover, the amount of magic power heading towards the measuring device through a slit is even smaller. However, with this method, we can use an entire year's worth of tree rings. If we concentrate the extracted sample, we can concentrate it even further. While it would require more effort, it would also make data unification much more difficult.

「Specifically, it's the same method as when we extracted the magic catalyst, isn't it?」

「I see. Iris 1's performance can be utilized at each stage of the extraction, too.」

「We'll have to ask Vinaldira for help.」

　The three of them began to consider my proposal. I felt bad for Vinaldira, who had said, "If things continue like this, the magic catalyst will become our main product, won't it?" but we would have to ask for her help.

「Ricardo kun.」

　A subdued voice called from behind me. I turned around to see Alfina standing there, looking apologetic.

「Oh, the time... I, I'm sorry.」

　Today was the day we were to head to the sanctuary for the crystal measurements. It was the highest priority task among the challenges we currently faced.

「Iris 1 is ready. I'm sure you know, but it's a precise machine, so please be careful with it.」

　Noel handed me the packaged Iris 1.

「It would be good if Noel could come along, but...」

　Originally, Noel was supposed to accompany me, but I insisted on confirming it with my own eyes. Firsthand information is important. However, this time Noel had an errand to attend to.

「I'm busy adjusting Iris 2, which will be installed in the Magic Dormitory, so...」

　Noel looked at the half finished magic power wavelength measuring device. Number 2 would be sent from the Magic Dormitory to the western Magic Vein Observatory, and was also planned to be used for current magic vein spectrum analysis.

「Then, what if I go?」

「Maytyl denka, that's...」

　Alfina made a troubled face.

「Just deciding whether or not to show the measurement results is a huge political issue. There's no way we could take you along.」

　I said.

「Then at least let me come here every day. My contribution regarding Iris 1 is obvious. Ricardo would prefer that, wouldn't he? Since he'd be able to see me every day.」

「I'm already asking about that...」

　I was concerned about Alfina, who was waiting.

「Unlike the two who live together, I can only meet you here, so shouldn't I be prioritized when I'm here?」

　Maytyl pouted.

「...And besides, the prophecies from the crystal appear in the middle of the night, don't they?」

　Maytyl looked at Alfina and me with a knowing gaze. What is she going to say now?

「In other words, you two will be alone in a small room all night, won't you?」

「Don't be ridiculous. Listen, this is a sacred sanctuary. Firstly, we won't be alone.」

　I looked behind Alfina. Clau and Luiza were standing together.

「Anyway, I'm counting on you for the tree rings. I'm relying on you when it comes to magic power.」

「Oh dear, am I being treated like a tool again? Well, if Ricardo says so, I suppose it can't be helped. When we succeed... French toast will be fine next time.」

　Maytyl grinned.

「With a mountain of salad, too.」

　We proceeded deeper and deeper down a corridor lined with stained glass windows on both sides, within the sanctuary standing next to the Royal Palace. The passing priests bowed their heads to Alfina, who had changed into navy priest robes. The fact that nothing was said to me, standing next to her, probably meant that the notification had been thorough.

「I was relieved that permission was granted sooner than I expected.」

　Permission for the crystal measurements was given quickly. There was no doubt that Craig and Euphillia had done their best, as promised. On the other hand, the agreement for anti monster technology development with the Empire had not progressed yet. They were likely still at the level of discussing the proposal to present to the Empire within the Royal Palace.

「Ricardo kun, you and Maytyl denka... you've become quite close, haven't you? You even call each other by name.」

「Isn't it normal for royalty to call commoners by name?」

「That... that might be true, but.」

　Alfina calls me "Ricardo kun" because we are classmates. I don't think that's normal. Well, I don't dislike being called that, though.

　The corridor ended in a T junction. Alfina turned right. As I tried to follow, three female priests stood in my way.

「Beyond this point is a sacred area forbidden to men.」

　The elderly female priest in the middle told me.

「Eh, no, even if you tell me that...」

　I held up Iris 1, which I was carrying in my arms. How am I supposed to take measurements?

「Vinder kun, this way.」

　Luiza guided me to the opposite corridor. Alfina looked back at me once, but was urged on by Clau and continued forward.

　Confused, I followed Luiza down the corridor. Turning a corner, we entered a narrow, windowless passage. At its end, there was a door with a large bolt. Luiza undid the lock. After going a little further, there was another locked door. It was exceedingly secure. What kind of place is this?

　Luiza opened the door, and I entered as she urged me. It looked like an ordinary room at first glance. Its size was perhaps a little smaller than Alfina's private room.

「Hey, this room... Wait!」

　I turned back, alarmed. Luiza was trying to close the door, leaving me behind. I rushed to the door, but it mercilessly closed right in front of me. From the other side of the door, I heard the *gacha* sound of a lock being dropped.

「Whatever is supposed to happen in this room, or whatever does happen in this room, Grand Duke-kakka and I will handle it. Please be prepared for that.」

　Incomprehensible words came from beyond the door. What is "whatever"? I came here to measure the crystal. And what exactly is "supposed to happen" in this room anyway?

　Is the crystal going to do something? If there's such a special secret, not telling me beforehand would interfere with the experimental plan.

　I looked around the room again. The first thing I noticed was the complete absence of ordinary windows. There was only a small skylight window on the ceiling. Lamps glowed softly in the four corners of the room.

　The walls were covered with something like tapestries, and the carpet was thick, giving it the feel of a noble's room. However, it looked somewhat faded, as if not used often. At the back of the room was a canopy bed. Upon closer inspection, there was another door beside the bed.

　It felt like a room where a masked king's twin brother might be imprisoned.

「I suppose there's no helping it...」

　I placed Iris 1, which I had brought, on the table beside the bed. There was a table, but no chair. As I started to look beyond the bed, I heard a *kon kon* sound nearby. I flinched and turned around.

「...Um. Ricardo kun. Are you there?」

　A small voice came from beyond the door next to the bed. I felt relieved at that voice.

「Alfina sama. Yes, I'm here.」

　The door slowly opened, and Alfina peered out. Through the gap, I could see the space on her side. There was a stone wall right beyond it, so it didn't seem very wide. I could see a spherical, transparent object resting on something like an altar. Considering Alfina was there, it seemed that the other side was likely the Crystal Chamber.

　In that case, this might be something like the Oracle Princess' waiting room.

　...Why is it built as if one enters from a different entrance?
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			"The Crystal Chamber is smaller than I expected, isn't it?"

I looked around the hexagonal space I had stepped into. The walls had no decorations whatsoever. Against the wall, there was a desk and... oh, a bed too. Well, never mind, today's target is the magic tool enshrined on the circular altar in the center.

"Is this the Crystal of Prophecy?"

"Yes,"

Alfina and I stood before the transparent sphere. Its size was about that of a crystal ball used for fortune-telling. No, looking closely, it was not merely a sphere but had a layered structure of concentric circles. Three-dimensional patterns floated at the boundary of each transparent layer.

"How was this processed, I wonder?"

"I don't know either. It is said to have been handed down since before the kingdom's establishment."

Alfina said this to me, who had mumbled without thinking. So, it's from the Ancient Great Nation, the provisional predecessor of the Kingdom and the Empire, then?

"In other words, over four hundred years ago... and whoa,"

I panicked at how close Alfina's face was to mine. It was close enough for our shoulders to nearly touch. Only now did I realize that we were alone in a small room.

"O-oh, come to think of it, where is Claudia-dono...?"

I asked about Claudia, who was supposed to be with us.

"Clau is in the guard's room in front of the door leading to this place. When the crystal shows a sign, it's a rule that only I can enter. Of course, this particular occasion is an exception, but... did you prefer Clau to be with us, Ricardo-kun?"

Alfina asked. Huh, did her voice just sharpen a little...?

"No, it's not like that... Ah, yes, I'll prepare for the measurement, then."

I quickly returned to the room I had been in and began assembling Iris Unit 1. I connected the optical bench and set up the lenses and prisms. They were carefully marked with angles and heights. The magic-sensing plates were stored in a green box of magic inhibitors, so I wouldn't take them out yet.

Once that was done, I carried Iris Unit 1, table and all, into the Crystal Chamber and pointed it towards the crystal. With this, preparations were complete. In this experiment, the crystal was the light source, and Alfina's role was to draw out its magic. My role was merely to replace the magic-sensing plates. I couldn't do anything else, though.

When the work was finished, we were once again alone in the small room.

"H-how does the crystal's signal manifest, I wonder?"

I averted my gaze from the small bed in the Crystal Chamber. I asked the question to concentrate on the experiment.

"It's still in the preliminary stage, but before it starts to glow, I feel something like a pulsation. So, it's alright if you wait next to me."

"Let's do that. That room is more spacious, and I'm sure I'll be able to calm down there."

We returned to the waiting room. As I had confirmed earlier, there were no chairs. The table had also been moved into the Crystal Chamber. My gaze naturally drifted towards the bed. Alfina slowly approached the bed and sat down.

"Ricardo-kun, please sit down too."

Then, she gestured for me, standing stiffly, to sit beside her. My heart went doki doki for a moment. I glanced at Alfina, but her face was cast down, so I couldn't tell her expression. Well, given her personality, she couldn't very well let me stand alone, could she?

I carefully sat on the bed, leaving enough space for one person between us.

"..."

"..."

Silence fell upon the bed. No, it's not a bed, this is a large chair. I'll think of it that way.

"O-oh, come to think of it, this room doesn't feel like it's used very often, does it?"

I said, my restless gaze darting from side to side. Only the sheets underneath looked strangely brand new.

"I have never used it!"

Alfina lifted her head and spoke with emphasis. Is that so... There was certainly a bed in the other room too, though.

"B-but more importantly, it's been a while since we've been alone together, hasn't it?"

Alfina looked up at me from under her lashes. The situation was not entirely unlike that time in the library, but this time there was no research work to do. No, there was a more important task, the crystal's measurement, but there was nothing to do until the signal began to appear.

In truth, it would be best if that signal never appeared at all.

"If Princess Maytyl were to see us in a situation like this, what would she say? Haha..."

When I answered jokingly, Alfina puffed out her cheeks.

"Princess Maytyl doesn't understand. At the mansion, Ricardo-kun is always with Mia. And at the research facility, Princess Maytyl is always finding some excuse to be with Ricardo-kun... Time alone with you is so precious to me..."

"W-well, that's, regarding Mia, it's about the futures market..."

Even after returning to the Royal Capital, because I had been completely absorbed in magic research and Princess Maytyl's dietary issues, I continued to rely entirely on Mia for matters related to the company and other commercial affairs. Even so, there were many things, such as the futures market, that I had to decide myself. At the mansion, I was mostly working with Mia.

"I know you're busy with work. It's just that I couldn't agree with what Princess Maytyl said."

Alfina said. Somehow, her rare sulky demeanor made her seem like an ordinary girl, and that in itself was refreshing... No, no, that's too dangerous a thought in this situation. This is the innermost part of a sacred sanctuary, after all.

However, Alfina also began to fidget strangely. Then, as if making up her mind, she looked at me.

"Ricardo-kun, I have a request."

The bed creaked. She leaned her body, closing the distance by about the width of a knee.

"W-what is it?"

"Like this... just when we're alone, I'd like you to call me Alfina."

Alfina said that, her cheeks blushing.

"Other people drop honorifics when addressing me. Only I..."

"P-princess Maytyl is also a princess, but..."

"Unlike Princess Maytyl, we are supposed to be partners."

"Y-you're right..."

"Just when we're alone is fine."

It's true that I couldn't help but feel it was a bit too formal. However, I'm bad at switching modes. I'm fatally bad at it, one might say, as a self-preservationist.

I imagined Alfina and I walking down the Royal Academy hallway. I'd gotten somewhat used to it recently, but because I often walked beside Alfina, we inevitably drew attention. Then, a foolish commoner who carelessly called out, "Alfina!" And Alfina replying, "Yes, Ricardo-kun."

Without a doubt, it would lead to an incredible disaster. I felt bad for Alfina, but this was a request I had to politely decline. Besides, what if strange rumors started about Alfina?

"Is it no, then...?"

Alfina smiled weakly, and leaned a little closer again. The subtle, sweet scent of her perfume tickled my nostrils. Her eyes seemed slightly moist, and her lovely voice reached my ears.

Even if it was a small request, it was incredibly difficult to refuse when made with such a lethal gesture.

"N-no, it's not that it's no, but..."

I involuntarily averted my eyes. The far end of the bed caught my eye. ...Why are there two pillows, I wonder?

"O-oh, come to think of it, what was this room used for?"

I asked to buy some time. It was such a clumsy change of topic that even I thought I was an idiot after asking it. However, for some reason, Alfina flinched.

"I commute from my aunt's mansion as a special arrangement because I attend the Royal Academy. However, those appointed as Oracle Princesses are originally supposed to live in the sanctuary."

"I-I see, so that's why..."

So Alfina, who commutes from the Grand Duke's residence, has never used this room. I understood, but Alfina continued, pressing her cheek.

"A-and so, you see... Um, recently, the role of the oracle isn't necessarily..."

Alfina's ears turned bright red, and she hesitated to speak. She must have meant that the role of the Oracle Princess had become a mere formality. I already knew that, even without her having to clarify. Before I got involved with Alfina, I myself had only thought of prophecies as being as trivial as fortune slips.

"So, um... Among previous Oracle Princesses... there were some who already had close male companions, or developed such relationships during their tenure, you see."

The meaning of Alfina's words slowly seeped into my brain.

"Th-then, this room is...?"

I remembered that this room was intentionally circumvented from the opposite direction of the Crystal Chamber. Alfina's ears were bright red as she nodded. Good heavens. Is this a room for the Oracle Princess to keep a lover? This is beyond mere formality, isn't it? At least do it outside.

The bed, which I had been trying to convince myself was a chair just moments ago, suddenly felt very much like a bed. No, it was a bed from the start, though.

I remembered the three female priestesses who had stopped me before I came here. I hadn't thought about it then, but what kind of look had they been giving me?

"T-then, if this room is used in such a way, Alfina-sama might get dishonorable rumors..."

This is bad. It must be because I insisted on measuring the crystal as quickly as possible, that things ended up like this, to bypass various rules.

"I-I don't think it's dishonorable!"

"No, it's true that this measurement is important, but."

Anyway, shouldn't Clau or Luiza be with her to prevent such rumors from starting? In the first place, no matter what I said, Noel should have been assigned. Why was this allowed? No, it's not even about rumors, but what if something happened to Alfina? ...Though the one who might do something is me.

Or rather, what did Luiza say earlier...?

"I-if, Ricardo-kun wishes for it, then I..."

Alfina's words didn't register in my ears. In my mind, Luiza's words from beyond the door echoed. The 'things that should happen' in this room...

"A-Alfina-sama. Um, the crystal..."

From my parched throat, I somehow managed to squeeze out the 'original' purpose. At that moment, Alfina's knee touched mine.

"I think it's still alright. Last time, it was around midnight, so..."

Alfina was looking at me from extremely close range. Her large eyes, looking up at me. The distance between us had diminished to the point where I could feel her warm breath.
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			We were on the bed, our eyes reflecting each other.

"Uh, so about that..."

"Y-Yes."

gokuri. The sound of a reflexive gulp echoed through my body, reaching my eardrums.

"M-My..."

"My?"

"It's about how to address me. Is it not allowed? To call me Alfina, that is..."

"How to address you... Oh, right."

That's right, that's what we were talking about from the start. It was a small request, one where only the location, atmosphere, and distance were a bit off. Yet, I found myself unable to speak, gazing into Alfina's eyes.

Her large, moist eyes, her flushed cheeks. Her slightly parted, fresh lips. In a room lit only by a lamp, I was drawn to the girl beside me with a vividness that felt almost too real. She wore an alluring sensuality, like perfume, over her usual delicate and pure beauty.

I felt my rationality melt away as these two seemingly contradictory charms intertwined.

Unconsciously, my right hand reached out.

"Alfina."

My mouth uttered the girl's name, calling her without an honorific, of its own accord.

"Yes. ...Oh."

Alfina's face instantly lit up. I had answered her wish. But my hand did not stop, and I touched Alfina's cheek. What was I doing? The mission was already over. Anything more meant game over.

Alfina's cheek, touched by my hand, felt as smooth and soft as a marshmallow, making me think it looked sweet and delicious. No, this was wrong. Even a child could pass the marshmallow test. I needed to divert my cognitive abilities away from the girl in front of me.

I desperately reined in my reason, trying to withdraw the hand that was touching her skin, which felt as if it could draw me in. At that moment, Alfina's hand rested on top of mine, which was still on her cheek.

"Alfina."

"Yes..."

I called her name once more. My vision blurred. It was as if this bed was the entire world, and only Alfina and I existed. The world seemed to close in around my perception. All the self-preservation issues that would arise if I continued down this path vanished, as if they belonged to some other world.

"Um, I, too, Ricardo... Eh?"

The sound of a gulp echoed loudly. And with that gulp, it felt as though many of the pretenses, banished to the outside world, had vanished.

My free left hand pressed against Alfina's shoulder. Her blue-silver hair spread across the white sheets. And then, as if following it, I leaned over Alfina's body.

A dimly lit room behind a sacred sanctuary. The holy princess watched me, wide-eyed, beneath me.

haa, haa...

I was breathing heavily.

My reason sounded an alarm, asking what I was doing. Even if, for argument's sake, she held affection for me, my current actions were skipping two or three steps. From Alfina's perspective, this had to be a situation where she was being attacked by a man who had suddenly changed. I should be grateful that she wasn't even screaming.

I should quickly pull away and apologize. My right hand tightly gripped the seal, as if to endure. Using that as a starting point, I desperately gathered what little reason I had left, trying to rebalance the scales of my heart.

Yet, Alfina closed her eyes. I could feel a slight release of tension from her trembling body. With that, the balance tipped once more.

...!

My still-free left hand caressed Alfina's neck. It continued to move downwards, past her collarbone, heading towards the place I had involuntarily touched once in the dark library. My pinky, ring finger, and then middle finger, one by one, ventured into the thick priestess robes.

!

Alfina flinched, trembling. I could see her eyelids, still closed, tighten with effort.

The other emotion, which was overpowering my rising guilt, was far stronger.

At the same time, my pinky brushed against a sensation that was neither skin nor cloth. Instinctively, I touched it with the pad of my finger. It was something thin, long, rectangular, and hard. Instinctively, I grasped it and pulled it out. Wondering what the obstruction was, I opened my hand.

"Ah..."

There, I found a bookmark with a bent corner. On its surface was a small flower.

It was the first gift I had ever given Alfina. She had kept it close to her, hanging it around her neck. The contrast between the emotions I was directing towards Alfina and this simple gift struck me like a physical blow.

"............Ricardo-kun. I-I'm sorry."

Alfina's voice came out as if squeezed from her throat. And for the first time, she turned her face away from me.

"N-No, I am completely to blame..."

Once again, I was forced to recognize my current state: forcefully overpowering a girl. Still, I managed to lift my unwilling body just a little. At that moment, a warning-like red light caught my eye.

From the edge of the bed canopy, I could see a gap in the door to the next room. Alfina's gaze was also directed there.

"...I will return to my duties."

Alfina stood up. I remained seated on the bed, dumbfounded.

If I hadn't noticed that bookmark just now, I likely wouldn't have stopped even in that situation. I was stunned by the intensity of the desire for Alfina that had been hidden within me, and at the same time, a feeling of 'just a little more' swirled inside me.

"Ricardo-kun. Please."

Alfina's voice came from next door. I looked, and she was already sitting in front of the crystal. I sprang to my feet as if startled.

When I stood before the crystal, Alfina had her eyes closed. There was no longer any trace of the delicate girl who had been in my arms just moments ago. Seeing her like that, my feelings finally shifted. In any case, now I would do what I was originally supposed to do.

I rushed over to Iris 1 and looked at the magic-sensing paper I had set up. A white band had appeared on the black paper. I hurriedly closed the slit. Inside Iris 1, I opened the box containing the magic-sensing plates.

When the crystal's light changed from red to deep violet, Alfina's condition altered. Sweat beaded on her forehead, and the hand she extended towards the crystal was trembling.

"Alfina-sama!"

"I-It's alright. It will subside soon. It's only while I'm synchronizing."

"Is it always like this?"

"This time, it's a bit difficult. ...I must look terrible, so please don't look too closely. More importantly, the measurement..."

Alfina said this, her stray hairs plastered to her forehead with sweat.

"That's right. Iris 1 is..."

I hurriedly looked at the magic spectrum analyzer.

"Hurry, hurry."

The tasks had been decided through discussions with the magic research team. I hurriedly replaced the magic-sensing plate with a new one. I stared intently at the plate. Even with the slit narrowed to its fullest, a thin white band appeared on the magic-sensing plate within seconds. I quickly closed the slit and placed the magic-sensing plate into a box coated with magic inhibitor.

I took out the next plate. I collected the crystal's light while changing directions, east, west, north, and south. Gradually, I shifted the magic-sensing plate upwards, completing measurements in all directions.

"Alfina-sama!"

As I turned around, my eyes caught sight of Alfina, holding her hand out to the crystal in a posture that looked as if she might collapse.

"I'm alright. Ricardo-kun, please continue the measurements..."

Alfina told me, without even brushing away the bangs stuck to her forehead with sweat. I rushed back to the next room, retrieved the cloth, and then laid it out alongside the previous magic crystal measurement results.

! It's far beyond the crimson one, isn't it!

There was only a single band. I compared the removed magic-sensing plate with the previous measurement results. A much thinner band appeared much further out than that crimson magic crystal. When I flipped the magic-sensing plate over, unbelievably, the sorcery silver backing plate of the light-sensitive area was discolored. I hesitantly traced it with my finger. The complete absence of heat was, conversely, eerie.

Magic power does not interact with ordinary matter. Therefore, it is harmless to me. The layers are different. But individuals with aptitude, like Alfina, also overlap with the layer where magic power exists. This means Alfina is being exposed to this high-energy magic power.

"Alfina-sama. Move away from the crystal immediately."

"No, the image... I'm almost there..."

Alfina pressed her head, looking at the crystal. Her face was like wax. In contrast, deep violet light writhed within the crystal, swirling like a vortex.

"This place... but it's different again. A place I've seen before? Where, nothing... The river..."

Alfina murmured as if delirious. Just as I was about to forcibly pull Alfina away from the crystal, its light suddenly extinguished. A moment later, Alfina's body swayed. I supported her. Her body, drenched in sweat, collapsed into my arms.

"...It was no good. I was so close to seeing it."

Alfina, with an utterly exhausted face, bravely tried to smile.

"Please, rest your body first."

I gently picked up Alfina. She closed her eyes and surrendered herself. I carried Alfina to the bed and laid her down. She must have been incredibly tired, for Alfina immediately began to breathe softly in her sleep.

Alfina's sweet and slightly sour scent clung to my body. Naturally, I had no room to feel anything about it.

Luiza should be outside. Should I call her? No, before that...

I went back to the crystal room once more.

The prophecy receiver, which until recently had held deep violet light, now sat silently on the altar, stripped of its glow. Slowly, I reached out my hand towards it.

............

Noticing the distortion of my own face reflected in the crystal, my hand stopped. It was irritating that I stopped more easily than when I reached out to Alfina just moments ago, but thanks to that, I became calm.

I slowly took a deep breath.

I had to think only of the facts: Alfina's suffering just now, and the magic power spectrum from the crystal.

I needed to free Alfina from the crystal. However, destroying it was a last resort.

At the very least, it was not a simple enough problem to make such a judgment, not to deny the ugliness of the feelings I had directed towards Alfina, nor to convince myself that I was purely worried about her.

I returned to the next room and slowly knocked on the door I had first entered. Immediately, I heard Luiza's footsteps.



		
		
		
			Chapter 185: Episode 4: A Change in Policy
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 185

			Episode 4: A Change in Policy

			After that, Luiza entered the waiting room, and together we watched over Alfina until morning. Luiza seemed to want to say something, but I explained to her that I had developed more serious doubts about the burden the crystal was placing on Alfina.

I admit it was cowardly, but I concentrated on the question of how to ensure Alfina's safety. I also requested an investigation into any data that might be generated by the presence of that room.

Of course, if Alfina were to blame me for my actions, I would not deny what I did, nor would I make excuses. My actions at that time were unmistakably those of a man driven by base desires. I want to believe it wasn't only that, but in that moment, it certainly was.

More than anything, if something similar were to happen again, I don't have the confidence that I wouldn't do the same thing.

Of course, I don't believe that my feelings of cherishing Alfina and my desire for her as a woman are fundamentally contradictory. However, for now, I decided to focus solely on Alfina's safety and the crystal's impending disaster.

Two days passed after that. In the morning, Alfina walked towards me in the Grand Duke's residence hallway. While I felt relieved by her steady gait, my heart raced at her approach, the first since that night.

"Ah, Ricardo—"

"Alfina-sama. Good morning."

Guilt, worry, and an impulse that shamelessly resurfaced, all weighed on me. Carrying these feelings, I greeted Alfina. Carefully, I kept a step more distance than usual.

"…Good morning, Ricardo-kun."

Alfina returned my greeting. Her smile was stiffer than usual.

"How are you feeling?"

I recalled Alfina's pained expression in front of the crystal that night.

"I'm fine. Ricardo-kun………… I've caused you to worry, haven't I?"

Her expression, which seemed to worry about me instead, stirred both my guilt and another emotion.

When I went to the entrance, I noticed two carriages prepared. I then realized that one of them bore the mark of the Cathedral. I panicked.

"Was there contact again?"

Only three days had passed since the last crystal reaction. Had the interval shortened?

"No. But, last time I was almost able to grasp the image of the prophecy, so it wouldn't be strange if the next one came sooner. Therefore,"

"B-but, you shouldn't overexert yourself."

"It's a role only I can fulfill."

Alfina wore a slightly troubled expression.

"The next disaster has the potential to involve many people, doesn't it? I want to do everything I can."

"But, if Alfina-sama takes on too great a burden for that…"

"If a major disaster occurs, my own life will be in danger. It's not someone else's problem, you know."

Alfina pointed to herself. I couldn't deny it. The danger in this situation was twofold. One was, of course, the disaster itself. The other was what is known as a scapegoat.

"Therefore, I will, by all means, proceed with measures for the prophecy, and also swiftly advance preparations for measuring the Blood Mountains."

"…………For me to obtain proper primary information, even just a little. Isn't that the fundamental principle?"

Alfina said this, as if admonishing me. I couldn't deny it. Thinking based on insufficient information is extremely inefficient. The only thing more inefficient than that would be to demand perfect information.

"Besides, that sight was…"

"Alfina-sama?"

"No, Ricardo-kun, you shouldn't overdo it either. Considering everything so far, I'm more worried about you than myself."

At Alfina's words, I could only fall silent. But…

"Senpai."

Mia tugged at my sleeve. Luiza stood in front of me.

"We must respect Alfina-sama's thoughts as well. Just in case, it has been decided that I will stay in that room."

Luiza said. I had heard that from Euphillia. It was the correct measure, and it offered some reassurance, but it wasn't a fundamental solution.

"The documents Vinder-kun mentioned as well… their nature makes it difficult, but I will investigate them."

Luiza whispered into my ear.

"…Understood."

I boarded the carriage heading to the academy. Alfina's carriage and mine, which had exited the gate side by side, parted ways at the next corner. Alfina would obtain information about the disaster from the crystal, while I would create a method to analyze fluctuations in the magic veins. I knew that this was a realistic and appropriate course of action.

Just because the crystal was dangerous didn't mean that this world was built in such a way that merely dealing with the crystal itself would suffice.

But…

"…Whatever the disaster of the prophecy may be, we need power to repel it."

I muttered, watching the back of Alfina's carriage from the rear window. In the end, there's no doubt that power will be the decisive factor. How can we obtain that power?

◇◇

Leonard-senpai, who had just been questioning us about the crystal measurements, was now struggling in another room to compile a report. After all, it was the measurement of the crystal, a national treasure, which had been forced upon them quite aggressively, in many ways. The impatience from the Royal Palace urging them on was palpable even to us.

"…The crystal measurement results are as already provided. As for me, I believe the crystal's danger is high. I want to accelerate the research as much as possible. I want to start working on improving the magic staff."

I lowered my voice slightly in front of the remaining lab members.

"I am worried that Princess-sama is shouldering a greater burden than ever before. …However, I don't believe our previous approach was wrong."

Fulsy said, a troubled expression on his face.

"…Ah, but."

I glanced at Maytyl.

"If possible, I'd like to take a more proactive approach."

Formulating a disaster hypothesis as soon as possible, and securing final countermeasures against the disaster, I feel it would be unwise if these weren't pursued in parallel. As for the latter, the greatest power within reach at the current stage is the improvement of that magic staff which produces the spiraling flame. At the very least, that possibility must be considered.

"Specifically? The management of the magic staff has been moved to the Magic Dormitory, you know…"

Noel lowered her voice. Once Maytyl's arrival here was decided, the research-use magic staff that had been in the lab was also moved to the Magic Dormitory for safekeeping. Originally, the magic staff confiscated from the Empire was war booty of the First Knight Order.

By the way, analysis of the immovable magic staff had not progressed. Our policy was first and foremost basic research for magic vein measurement, so there were no objections.

However, after seeing Alfina in that state, I couldn't say that anymore. As far as I heard from Euphillia, progress on a new agreement with the Empire was, as expected, sluggish. No, wait, was it decided that an envoy would at least be dispatched to the Empire?

"There must be improvements that can be made even without the magic staff itself. Instead of altering the spell formula, we can strengthen the properties of the circuit itself. After all, we have sorcery experts here…"

I looked at the silent Maytyl. It was she who had originally been rushing applied research, not basic research.

"I'm glad you're motivated, but are you telling me to betray my homeland?"

"N-no, that's not it. If the disaster is large-scale, it would affect the Empire as well…"

"The possibility is high, yes. But, at this point, it's still just a possibility, isn't it? We haven't even received the results of the magic vein spectrum analysis."

"The Ancient Dragon Eye was said to be dangerous—"

"I certainly said that. But, I also said that I don't know the reason why the users of the Ancient Dragon Eye died out. In other words, this is also speculation. In fact, Princess Alfina-denka is standing and walking on her own two feet, isn't she? The side effects of this are not that simple."

Saying that, Maytyl opened her right hand. There, she had a magic circle tattoo, much smaller compared to that of a Horse-Dragon Knight. Even I had seen the swollen arms of Imperial prisoners.

"That's true, but…"

"I've seen the measurement results too. Wavelengths even further outside the crimson. But, isn't the amount of magic power itself not that great?"

"No, that's… not about the quantity, well, quantity too, but I think the quality is the problem… That's what Alfina-sama…"

I panicked.

"First of all, Ricardo's state from that measurement is a little strange. …Is there a possibility that he's being swayed by personal feelings and making a mistake in judgment?"

"That's not………… I won't say it's not the case, but I'm trying to remain calm."

"Hmph, you don't deny that your own heart is in turmoil, do you…"

Maytyl looked into my eyes and gave a sarcastic smile. Then she shrugged.

"Then, explain to me, in a way I can understand, why Ricardo is worried. If I'm convinced by your explanation, I might consider cooperating. It's difficult given my position, but I might be able to exert some influence on our home country through Lisabet."

Maytyl had completely changed her attitude. Ah, right, she's the only one who could voice that opinion in this place.

"…………"

"What, is it such a grave secret?"

"No, that's not it. I just thought it was good that Maytyl-denka was here."

"Hmph! …I'm just interested in Ricardo's information."

Maytyl inexplicably panicked. No, I already knew that. Well, I think the information I'm about to discuss is a little, or rather, very different from what Maytyl expects. The biggest problem is my own shaky understanding.

After all, it's about the relationship between information, energy, and wavelength. It would be the physical definition of information.

"Simply put, the prophecy's super high-density 'information' is a 'super high-density' 'wavelength,' and it means 'super high energy.'"

I uttered knowledge that I myself was unsure if I fully understood. Of course, the three of them all looked bewildered. Now, how should I explain this?
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			"Simply put, the ultra-high density 'information' of prophecy is an 'ultra-high density' wavelength, and thus, 'ultra-high' energy."

I began my explanation, hoping to persuade Maytyl. That said, I had to make a disclaimer beforehand.

"I think this story is a bit, no, completely different from what you three are expecting. It's a topic so abstract it's almost unimaginable."

"Let's hear it. I will judge after listening."

"It is rare for your stories to stay within the bounds of imagination."

"As for me, um, please go easy on me."

Maytyl nodded, and Fulsy and Noel lined up in front of me as well. I, as if pushed by the three students, all of whom were smarter than me, stood before the slate.

"There are two premises. One, both sorcery and magic are information processing that uses magic power. The other, the prophecy of the crystal, even among such information processing, requires the observation and transmission of vast amounts of information. In other words, it deals with ultra-high density information."

I started off this way, as if organizing my own thoughts.

I cannot use either sorcery or magic. Much less do I know the specific mechanism by which that accursed crystal calculates the future. What I do know is that the information required for that calculation must be precise and vast, and only the physical consequence of information being precise and vast.

Even if I do not understand the intricate workings of an engine, I do know that an enormous amount of energy is required to move a mass of iron at high speed. It is that kind of analogy. In other words, high-density information is equivalent to high-density energy.

"Information... That is the word Ricardo always obsesses over, isn't it? It was the same during the incident with the Spiral Flame. What do you mean by 'information,' Ricardo?"

"That's where we should start, isn't it? I am sorry to ask a question in return, but what do you think 'information' is?"

"...Simply put, I suppose it is something written in text like this?"

Maytyl pointed to the paper pasted on the slate. The characters written on the paper were certainly information. But the "information" I am talking about is not something special that cannot exist without humans.

"Of course, what is on that paper is information. However, the 'information' I am talking about is much broader."

Even before humanity created written language, there was "information." For example, the genetic information in DNA. This means that complex information existed even at the bacterial level. However, what I am about to explain is a matter at the level of physics, not even related to living beings.

"For example, let's say this paper contained 'information' comparing the Kingdom and the Empire. What do you think would be written on it?"

Even so, I deliberately chose a familiar example. ...This is so I can explain it in a way I understand.

"...The ruler of the Empire is the Emperor, and the ruler of the Kingdom is Ricardo, or something like that?"

"This is not the time for jokes, you know."

The content of what I am about to say will be enough of a joke on its own.

"I get it. Like, 'The Empire has many mountains, and the Kingdom has many plains,' or something similar."

"Yes, that is exactly it."

"............"

"I do not understand that."

"I apologize for being unreliable, but I am organizing my own thoughts. ...Um, the current example is good. You would not write, 'Both countries have land,' would you?"

"That is right, of course, because that is obvious."

"Right. Obvious things, in other words, common things, do not become 'information.' Conversely, differences are 'information.'"

When people from the Kingdom introduce themselves to each other, they do not say, "I am Ricardo, a person of the Kingdom," or "I am Noel, a person of the Kingdom."

"Differences are information... It is a story that I understand and yet I do not. For now, let us say information is differences. So?"

"If 'information' is differences, then the simplest difference becomes the 'basic unit of information.' ...To put it in terms of something easily visible..."

I took a copper coin out of my pocket. When I flicked it with my fingertip, it spun in the air with a high-pitched sound.

"The difference between rich and poor people?"

Noel tilted her head. Like a miser... It is enough to make me weep that this is closer to my true nature, to "shounin," than to information theory. Well, expressing everything as information is, if you think about it, somewhat similar to converting human value into money...

"In this case, I am talking about having a front and a back. The most basic difference is a difference between two things. Front and back, yes and no, nothing (sero) and something (ichi). This difference is the 'basic unit of information' for everything. Let us call the use of information that can be expressed by the two sides of a single coin '1 bit.'"

I said, flipping the coin over. I am not talking about computers, the reason computers handle bits is what I just explained.

"In other words, the 'amount' of information can be converted into the number of these coins..."

At my words, all three looked blankly at me. They do not understand, do they? I am even doubtful if I truly understand it myself.

I need another analogy. I looked around. I could see the school building from outside the window. ...There was not a soul in the classroom after school.

"Look at that classroom. Let us say there is a student sitting all alone there."

I pointed to the classroom. Fortunately, no such lonely person was there, but it was an analogy. I do not want to think about why I came up with such an analogy.

"If I were to draw a schematic, it would look like this... To simplify things, let's assume that classroom only has 16 seats, 4 rows by 4 columns."

While receiving their three puzzled gazes, I drew a schematic of the classroom on the slate. And then, I filled in only one seat.

Front □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ ■ □ □ □ □ □ Back

"Let us think about how many coins would be needed to describe the position of this student."

I said that, and looked around at the students' faces.

"...He jumps to the wildest conclusions, does he not?"

"I understand what you are saying, but I have no idea what you are trying to say at all. It is always like this, though..."

Fulsy and Noel made thoughtful faces.

"Like a military unit's position being information?"

Maytyl said. Militarily, positional information is the most crucial thing.

"Yes, positional information. Princess Maytyl, you should understand. Positional information has accuracy. At first, it is information that can be expressed with a single coin. How can one student in the classroom be expressed?"

I took out two coins, making one heads and the other tails. I showed the difference on the slate.

Is there a student in the classroom? ● (Yes) ○ (No)

"What can be expressed with one coin is only whether a student is in the classroom or not."

"Yes or no, then."

"Right, in this case, it is expressed as, 'Is there a student in the classroom? ● (Yes).' You only know that a student is in the classroom, but you have no idea where among the 16 seats they are sitting. In other words..."

I "lightly" shaded all 16 seats on the slate.

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ = The student is "somewhere" among the 16 seats

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

"One coin, 1 bit of information, results in this kind of understanding."

Maytyl nodded cautiously. At this point, she was smarter than me. When I first heard this explanation, I complained, asking what information and communication technology had to do with coins.

"So next, I will add one more coin. Then, we can represent information a bit more finely."

Is there a student in the classroom? ● (Yes)

Is there a student in the left half of the classroom? ○ (No)

"In other words, using two coins results in this kind of understanding. Visually, it would be...

□ □ ■ ■ □ □ ■ ■ = The student is somewhere in the right half of the classroom

□ □ ■ ■ □ □ ■ ■

It would be something like this."

I shaded half of the seats, slightly darker than before.

"Certainly, the student is in the latter half, isn't he?"

"But since there are actually four rows of seats in the classroom, information is needed to specify whether it is the left or right of the left half. In other words, one more coin is needed to specify the position of this student. A total of 3 coins."

Does a student exist in the classroom at all? ● (Yes)

Is he in the right half? ○ (No)

Is he in the left half of the left half? ● (Yes)

□ □ ■ □ □ □ ■ □ = The student is somewhere in the third column from the left of the classroom

□ □ ■ □ □ □ ■ □

"However, if we assume the student is in the classroom, two coins are sufficient. With two coins, you can distinguish one out of four possibilities. Next is the vertical axis. We continue by replacing the question with, 'Is he in the front half?' As a result, to specify one out of 16 seats, in other words, one out of 16 possibilities, ultimately requires four coins."

□ □ □ □ □ □ □ □

□ □ ■ □ □ □ ■ □

□ □ □ □ □ □ □ □

□ □ ■ □ □ □ □ □

I returned the schematic to its original state.

Well, what is actually being done is simple. It is like assigning numbers 1 to 16 to the desks, and representing the student's seat number in binary (bits). However, as I just said, precision is the issue.

"The point is, the more you narrow down the student's positional information, the more the amount of information increases. This time, I am expressing it in units of desks, but if you want to express a more precise location, you will need more information, in other words, more coins (bits) to express it."

For example, specifying the classroom's length and width in centimeters would be even more precise, and in millimeters, it would be even finer. If you only want to know who is sitting alone, the seat position would be enough, but if you were to snipe as a sniper, even more detailed information would be required.

"This is incredibly convoluted, but the conclusion is obvious, isn't it? So, what does this have to do with magic power?"

"Hmm, so this connects to prophecy..."

"I have a headache just thinking about what will happen after this..."

The three of them, at least, were interested. Next, I would equate the number of these coins with wavelength and energy.
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			"The information 'the enemy is in the northeast' contains more information than 'the enemy is in the east,' doesn't it? It is a novel idea that it can be universally converted into the number of heads or tails on a coin, but it is also an obvious point. How does this relate to magic power?"

Maytyl was correct in what she was saying. Up until now, this discussion had remained strictly within the realm of information for humans. At first glance, it seemed to have no relation to magic power, which was, so to speak, a law of the world. However...

"It does relate. From here, I am going to reverse the current discussion. In other words, how does one 'obtain' detailed information? To use the current example, it becomes a discussion of how to 'measure' a student's exact seat location."

"Measure... isn't that just seeing?" Noel said.

"That is correct, but I want you to think about what the act of seeing actually is. To simplify, let's assume it is night. How would you see the position of a student in this classroom?"

"Someone sitting alone in a classroom at night..." Noel made a displeased face. Hahaha, indeed, you probably would not be able to see through them. A sorcerer, yet afraid of the occult?

"You could just prepare a lamp and use it to light up the classroom, couldn't you?" Maytyl answered. Do sorcerers lack romance, I wonder? Well, I do not have any either. If I did, I would not be having this discussion.

"Correct. You shine a light on it, and your eyes catch the light that bounces back. This is the true nature of the act of seeing. In other words, it is essentially no different from closing your eyes and poking the target with a 'stick' of light to confirm its position. The problem is that the precision of the information you obtain changes depending on the thickness of this stick."

I returned to the slate.

"Recall the number of coins from earlier. This time, to simplify, let's consider only a single row..."

Classroom: □ □ ■ □

"As before, to pinpoint the position more precisely, you increase the number of coins."

Classroom: □ □ ■ □

↓

1 bit ●

↓

2 bits ○　　●

↓

4 bits ○ ○ ● ○

"The observed range is all the same, equivalent to one classroom. So, 1 bit would be one large coin, 2 bits would be two medium-sized coins. 4 bits would be like an image of four small coins."

"So, it is like a row of coins capturing the information within the classroom, is that right?"

Reading a text aloud is like putting character information onto sound waves. And seeing a text means seeing light information that has captured the character information. To read it in more detail, one must capture it with more detailed wavelengths.

"Precisely. Let's replace this row of coins with light. The corresponding element is the wavelength of light. One light wave, the same width as the classroom, is like one coin. A light wave half the classroom's width is like two coins. A light wave a quarter of the classroom's width is like four coins. The more detailed the information you observe, the more coins you need to capture it with. In other words, you need to observe with shorter wavelengths."

"It suddenly got difficult..."

"Then... let me put it another way. If I relate it more closely to the word 'measurement'..." I pointed to a ruler that was standing beside the slate.

"A short wavelength is the same as a ruler having fine divisions. If one division is the same width as the classroom, you can only measure that a student is within that division, that is, within the classroom. This is the information equivalent of one coin. If the division width is halved, you can measure whether they are in the left half or the right half. If it is halved again, it becomes possible to narrow the range of possibilities even further, to the right half of the right half."

This is the principle behind why electron microscopes can see, or distinguish, finer objects than optical microscopes. In modern industry, this is also evident when 'transferring' semiconductor circuit diagrams onto silicon. Patterning with purple light allows for clearer boundaries to be specified than patterning with red light. For miniaturization, the circuit diagram information must be transmitted to the silicon surface using high-energy light, that is, short-wavelength light.

The reverse is also true. In the case of optical discs, the irregularities on the disc are read by light. If you try to read more detailed information, you need to read it with a more detailed wavelength. Information engraved assuming it will be read with blue light will have indistinguishable boundaries if you try to read it with red light.

In other words, if you want to increase the capacity of an optical disc, you need to read it with shorter wavelength light, such as blue light. The invention of the blue diode was significant in that sense.

"To measure finely, you need a ruler with fine divisions. The ruler for seeing things is the wavelength of light. Is that right..." Fulsy said, slowly savoring the words. After all, she was an expert in magic power measurement. She must have had something in mind.

"Naturally, the same applies when transmitting information. Right now, we have thought of wavelength in terms of spatial length, but I want you to think of it in terms of time. The information that can be sent per unit of time is proportional to the number of wavelengths carrying the information. In other words, if you want to send the information equivalent to one coin versus two coins, for the latter, the wavelength's length must be halved." I said.

The upper limit for the speed at which information is sent is determined by the speed of light. However, even with trains running at the same speed, the number of packages they can carry changes depending on how their interiors are partitioned.

"Finally, there is the relationship between wavelength and energy. The shortness of a wavelength is proportional to the energy carried by that wavelength. In other words, the greater the amount of information being transmitted, which in this case means density, the more inevitably high-energy the waves carrying it will be. Regarding this..."

"Magic crystals, is it..."

The red magic power of crimson Magic Crystals possesses higher energy than the red magic power of ordinary Magic Crystals. And the magic power of the Prophecy Crystal is even more so...

"So, the amount of information is the density of waves, and the density of waves is the amount of energy. That means the amount of information is equivalent to the amount of energy, right?" Maytyl said. It was a bit late to realize, but she understood well.

"Well, it is quite a departure from common sense, isn't it? However, considering how blurred an object appears when measured with an antenna, or when it appears in a crystal... umumu."

"It might connect to how, when creating finer shapes in alchemy, the magic power concentration must be high. Though, you would not notice a difference unless you tried something incredibly small, like your ballpoint pen."

Fulsy and Noel were also trying to connect it to their own experiences. The former directly reflected the current discussion, and the latter was likely similar to the topic of semiconductor miniaturization. Alright, now I can move towards the conclusion.

"I want to return to the topic of prophecy. To be frank, I do not know the mechanism by which prophecies predict the future. What I can say is that for it to work, it needs to process a large amount of detailed information at high speed."

In essence, prophecy is a simulation of the future. As I said before, its mechanism is entirely unknown. However, it is undoubtedly super high-density information processing. That, in turn, means super high-density energy.

"You said sorcery is information processing using magic power, didn't you? If we use magic power from crimson Magic Crystals, not only would the power of Rasen increase, but the activation time would also be significantly shortened, right? Well, the circuit cannot handle it, so it cannot be used, though. Could it be related?" Maytyl said.

"Yes, information processing is the acquisition, transmission, and processing of information. The shorter the wavelength of the magic power carrying the information, the shorter the processing time."

If a sorcery circuit is a CPU, then the wavelength of magic power flowing through it is, so to speak, the clock. Computers perform calculations by carrying information on the clock. The higher the clock frequency, the more energy is required to carry the information. And that result corrodes the computer circuit as heat.

The shorter the wavelength of light becomes, the more energy it possesses. Red light is relatively safe, but ultraviolet rays cause sunburn, and even shorter wavelength gamma rays cause cancer. Of course, magic power, which does not interact with most of the human body's components, cannot be equated with light.

However, within Alfina, who receives prophecies from the crystal, there is something that allows her to receive this super high-density energy. Information is energy, so receiving information means directly receiving energy.

"In fact, the Prophecy Crystal bathes its user in super high-density information. The measurement results from before prove that." I picked up the band indicated by the crystal.

"Perhaps the quantity itself is small. But each particle of that small amount of magic power... yes, each particle possesses an extraordinary amount of power. Alfina is exposing herself to that." I said that and looked at Maytyl.

"..." Maytyl did not answer me, but stared intently at the slate.

"What kind of information is the Prophecy Crystal reading with such ultra-precision?"

"I do not know that. Perhaps it is information about the magic power, or rather the places generating the magic veins, deep beneath the earth..." I said. In reality, there were still many unknowns.

"Well, I was listening, thinking you were going to tell me the secret of the Prophecy Crystal... But what you are saying now is a bit different from that, isn't it?"

"No, that is why, from the beginning—"

"Information, which should be an intangible illusion based on vague human sensations, yet you convert it into heads or tails of a coin, and then correspond it to wavelengths. I do not know what to say, but it gives me a slightly eerie feeling." Maytyl looked at the information she had first pointed to, the paper with words written on it. That was right. Dry, uninteresting rules of physics and information, which seemed to be their antithesis, were intimately connected.

"Well... honestly, as a reason for the crystal's danger, I am not convinced."

"Guh. That's..." It seems I was too abstract after all.

"Well, the story was interesting, so I will go along with it." Maytyl said that and puffed out her chest. She seemed to be conceding defeat in a grand way.

"Actually, your explanation just now gave me an idea. As Noel mentioned before, if we can somehow purify the wavelength of magic power from Magic Crystals, we could speed up and make sorcery circuits more efficient. We have Iris now, so we can easily experiment, right? As Ricardo said, if sorcery processes information by carrying it on magic power, then having uniform magic power wavelengths should directly lead to more efficient information processing." Maytyl said.

"I see."

"In that case, we might be able to proceed without even touching the circuit itself..."

"It might be strange for me to say this, but make sure to do your groundwork properly." Maytyl said.

"Ah, yes, I understand."

I needed to consult with Euphillia. I had actually been told she wanted to talk to me about something. Thinking about that night was scary, but I could not let that stop me.
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			"What's wrong, Ricardo. You seem unusually tense. My mansion is practically your home now, isn't it?"

Euphillia said, covering her mouth with her feather fan.

"Haha, perhaps I'm tense because it's been a while since I was in the guest room."

I glanced left and right. It was the same room where I was summoned after the first prophecy. The only difference was that Alfina was not beside me, and on her side, it was only Euphillia, without her usual butler or maids.

Wow, to be trusted this much. A cold sweat ran down my back.

After all, there was that night. How much did Alfina's guardians know about me pinning Alfina down then?

"Is that so. As someone who feels like she's gained a new 'nephew,' I find that quite lonely."

"To be spoken of in such a way, it's rather, well, daunting. Hahaha."

"Indeed. I certainly don't look old enough to have such a grown-up nephew like you."

Euphillia said. She was trying to lighten the mood with a joke, wasn't she? If I challenged it, that would be the end of it. Besides, with nobility, it's not uncommon for a nephew to be older than an aunt, is it?

"Now, regarding why I summoned you. First,"

"Yes."

Euphillia's expression changed. Her feather fan was placed on the table. What would come from her lips? I waited tensely.

"It's about Bertold. Both the carriages and the expansion of apiculture are progressing smoothly."

Euphillia's expression softened. I, who had been tense, felt deflated. Of course, there was nothing strange about it. She was a major shareholder of Vinder Company, and both the new carriages and the apiculture business were significant ventures for her territory.

Rather, this wasn't a topic to ease tension. It was a matter that directly impacted the rise and fall of trading companies, plain and simple.

Euphillia showed me the documents that had arrived from her territory. Not only had they managed to modify existing carriages, but they had also started producing new models. Moreover, apiculture was expanding into the surrounding farming villages, and transportation routes to Bertold, as a collection point, were also being established.

Even though prices had fallen, by piggybacking on the transportation of a luxury product like honey, the logistics costs between the farming villages and Bertold naturally decreased. This, in turn, stimulated demand for carriages.

The flow of people in and out of Bertold had already increased by 20, no, 40 percent. A positive cycle was beginning to turn. It would surely have a significant impact on next year's tax revenue. I could understand why Euphillia, as the territorial lord, was in such a good mood.

"That's good, isn't it. If honey production now gets into full swing, and land improvement using Project Renge also progresses."

"Indeed. Even the villagers who were starting to become idle have been absorbed by the new ventures in Bertold and the farming villages. We might even be short on people. Before long, Bertold itself will likely need to expand in size."

"That would be another grand undertaking."

Remarkable. The money gathered by the Grand Ducal House would further circulate through public works.

"Thanks to the carriages, interactions with the Royal Capital and the East have also been made more efficient. This makes it easier to implement policies. Indeed, it's exactly as Ricardo intended when he first focused on expanding transportation capacity."

"Well, transportation affects all activities, after all."

Originally, production capacity was on an upward trend. It was inevitable that transportation capacity would become the next bottleneck. Communication would be next. I would need to consider those aspects too. It would be especially important when doing business across rivers. No, if this economic expansion continued, we would need to consider the amount of currency, or things could get bad.

There was also a concept for credit creation through bond issuance in a new city. No, that was too hasty. It was still a city without form.

"So, things are going well here. If there's any problem, it's that things are going too well. As the Grand Duchess and as the lord of Bertold, I want to maintain this momentum. However."

Euphillia's expression tightened.

"The calamity of the prophecy, then."

I said. Indeed, the rosy future we had envisioned now would be meaningless unless we overcame the calamity.

My sense was that it concerned the Crystal of Prophecy, and *its* calamity. Euphillia must have her own thoughts, but as long as she wore her politician's face, I had no choice but to go along with it. It wasn't that I was afraid of stirring up a hornet's nest. This was hardly a situation that allowed for such leeway.

"Now, let's hear what Ricardo has to say. You mentioned wanting to start something new in the laboratory. You went out of your way to mention 'laying the groundwork' and such. It must be something quite significant."

"Eh, no, I haven't been acting on my own initiative, have I? I pride myself on having been thorough with reporting, contacting, and consulting."

"One moment I hear a report of 'one,' and the next I'm presented with a result of 'ten.' Before I know it, that 'ten' has become 'one hundred.' If you call that reporting or consulting, then I suppose so."

When I tried to object, Euphillia raised her feather fan, urging me to continue. Well, fine, time was certainly of the essence.

"There are two things the lab can do regarding the prophecy. One is to conduct a more detailed analysis of the fluctuations in the magic veins that are likely to cause the calamity, as per our prior policy. In other words, it's a spectrum analysis of the current and past magic veins. Under the director's instructions, measurements of the current East-West magic veins are being carried out. The problem lies in comparing them with past records. Analyzing the magic veins remaining in the tree rings at a spectrum level will still take some time, but if the next prophecy is different from previous ones, something might emerge. Although, it might be best if nothing at all turns up."

"This prophecy is different from previous ones, you see. Hmm, the first one is proceeding as planned. What about the other one?"

Euphillia's expression seemed to stiffen slightly.

"It's the development of power to counter the calamity of the prophecy."

Euphillia frowned, but there was no point in hiding it.

"The magical by-products discovered through the spectrum analysis of magic crystals. Simply put, it's like noise within the magic power. By removing this, there's a possibility of increasing the efficiency of magic circuits, in other words, magic tools. This is Princess Maytyl's idea."

"Of all people."

"Yes. Incidentally, what's particularly effective is the Empire's sorcery, which uses more advanced and complex circuits than the Kingdom's magic. Specifically, things like the magic tools that produce the sorcery known as 'Spiral Flame.'"

I said. Euphillia sighed slowly.

"I somewhat expected this, but you, as always, delve into the most troublesome issues. Isn't it premature?"

Euphillia's eyes narrowed sharply. I felt a surge of panic.

"Th-the situation is, you see."

"That situation, yes. There are those who view the current situation from a different perspective than us, or rather, who cannot help but view it that way."

Euphillia cut me off.

"The calamity is still an uncertain situation. And the war with the Empire has ended. You understand what kind of impact seeking power in this situation would have, do you not? For example, while claiming to be power to counter the calamity, is it not actually a way to gain your own power?"

"Certainly, it is a necessary power for the construction of the new city as well."

"It's not just that. The Empire's sorcery is a military force not only against monsters, but against people too."

"But, but, it's a power I myself cannot use."

"Across the river, where the Royal Capital's surveillance does not easily reach, it would be a problem solved if Ricardo were to join forces with the Empire through this research with the Imperial Princess and other means."

Euphillia had said something outrageous.

"It's precisely because I, who know your achievements, can see this. Frankly, if that were to happen, the Kingdom would have no way to stop it."

"No, that's absolutely not."

"Ricardo's intentions are not the problem. The problem is the structure itself, where the Kingdom would be cornered if such a thing were to happen."

Silence covered the table. Was I being treated as a Black Swan? If anything, I was an ugly duckling. A real duckling, one that wouldn't become a swan.

"Don't make that face. That was just a hypothesis."

Euphillia said that, then looked at me. Her gaze held no humor.

"When we consider that the next calamity will be on a larger scale than before, the quickest countermeasure was the strengthening of sorcery, was it not?"

I felt relieved at her words. It seemed she remembered my arguments. Yes, I had properly reported, contacted, and consulted in advance.

"Do you have any concrete measures to get this current proposal approved?"

"Yes, I do. First, it's not about creating new magic tools, but aiming to operationalize the magic staves captured from the Empire, which are currently under the Kingdom's control."

"The magic staves that the Crown Prince is testing with the First Knight Order, then. However, so far, the results have not been very good. Only those with suitable aptitudes can barely use them imperfectly. The ratio seems to be about one in a hundred."

"So it is an issue of aptitude, after all."

In the Empire, to eliminate individual differences, magic seals were drawn on human bodies and operated in combination with magic staves. However, I had a certain degree of confidence regarding that. What a practitioner does with a magic tool is draw out magic power and channel it into the circuit. And control the switches within the circuit.

If the quality of the magic power flowing into the magic circuit could be made uniform, then controlling the switches would, in terms of timing, be expected to become easier. In other words, the range of aptitudes capable of handling it could broaden.

In that battle fought between Grynisias and Kurtheite, approximately 50 magic staves must have been seized from the Empire. At most, we would only need that many individuals.

Once they become usable, analyzing the circuits on our side would also become easier.

"If we use weapons under the Royal Palace's control and present it as a strengthening of the Knight Orders, it might be easier to get approved."

"I understand. However, what if the technology leaks to the Empire? At this stage, we must consider the possibility of a unilateral shift in balance."

"To be honest, I believe that's correct. There are two countermeasures. One is the signing of a formal agreement with the Empire regarding anti-monster measures and resource development in the Blood Mountains."

"Envoys have been dispatched to the Empire. We are awaiting their reply."

"I see."

That aspect also seemed to be progressing. Their reaction was unpredictable, but it would likely take more time from here on.

"The other is, depending on the properties of the catalyst for purifying magic wavelengths, I'm considering making it a consumable cartridge. In other words, even if it were to fall into their hands, they wouldn't be able to use it unless the Kingdom continued to supply the magic catalyst."

We would hold a part of the mechanism here. It was a concept used even in my previous life, such as with overseas production through factory relocation.

Of course, if the Empire were to Reverse Engineer it and develop something similar, we would be helpless. But this would buy us time to refine our circuit designs.

If successful, a division of labor could be established, with the Kingdom handling magic catalysts and the Empire handling magic crystals and sorcery gold, for example.

"So, you would insert it between the magic crystal and the magic tool. And it's also a mechanism to prevent Ricardo from monopolizing the power. I understand your proposal."

Euphillia said. Good, good, my self-preservation strategy is working, isn't it? The tension immediately drained from me. I leaned back against the chair's backrest.

"However, there's no doubt that you're rushing too much. Haa, honestly. You've made that an even more difficult problem, too. I had made arrangements for it to be settled within the scope of the Oracle Princess's duties before it came to this."

"Huh? The Oracle Princess?"

I reacted to Euphillia's words, which could also be taken as a grumble.

"There's one more important matter. What do you intend to do about Alfie?"

What was thrown at me then was, in a sense, the most difficult problem of all.
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			Episode 6: Second Half, The Question of Responsibility

			"Now, there is one more important matter. What do you intend to do with Alfina?"

"Wh, what do you mean, even if you put it like that..."

His hunched back straightened instantly. Both his fists reflexively came together on his knees. No, do not lose your composure. In times like these, I must stick to my pre-determined policy...

"I, in order to protect Alfina-sama from the dangers of the Crystal of Prophecy, I am..."

"Though she has no right of succession, Alfina is still royalty. How she conducts herself is inseparable from national policy. You understand that, do you not?"

Euphilia proceeded with the conversation, ignoring me.

"R, regarding that, Alfina-sama has the role of Oracle Princess..."

"Hmm? Ricardo, you are currently thinking of releasing Alfina from that role, are you not? The question is, what then?"

My self-protective and hesitant answer was brushed aside. Or rather, I had invalidated it myself.

"Yes..."

"If she steps down as Oracle Princess, Alfina will be but one princess. For example, what would you do if there was talk of her marrying a prince from the Empire to solidify our agreement with them? As I recall, Ricardo, the proposal regarding our relations with the Empire was yours, was it not?"

"Th, that is..."

I was at a loss for words. Even if she were freed from the cage of being the Oracle Princess, beyond that lay the cage of royalty. I had tried not to think about it. It was nothing short of a contradiction to worry about the crystal burdening Alfina, yet feel relieved that her position as Oracle Princess kept her removed from such things.

No, what do I actually want, her eyes seemed to ask.

"As the Oracle Princess, Alfina's achievements are significant. Significant enough that most of her wishes would be granted. However, as long as she is royalty, it is not like that. It is even more so if her renown grows. If Alfina becomes someone's wife, that person would not only be Alfina's husband, but also a relative of the royal family."

Euphilia looked directly at me and spoke. Her gaze seemed to accuse me of that night. What would have happened then, if the crystal's signal had arrived late, as scheduled? The answer was clear in my mind.

After all, even if it was due to the circumstances of the room, I had made a move on her without even trying to woo her. Moreover, at that time, all thought of what might come after had vanished from my mind. There was even a possibility I had made her pregnant.

That is why, since that night, I cannot trust myself. I can no longer say that my existence is an unconditional positive for Alfina. That is precisely why I am now trying to concentrate on something that is an unconditional positive, protecting Alfina from the crystal and the calamity of the prophecy.

With that act, I lost the reasons I had accumulated over time to believe I could be by her side, and the pretense that she was a dear friend.

I fell silent, unable to answer anything. I could not look Euphilia directly in the eye.

"I will not ask what happened that night. Even if Ricardo had taken Alfina's purity, I would not blame you. In the first place, if it were not so, I would not have allowed you to be with Alfina all night."

"What!"

I was startled by the blunt words from Alfina's guardian. Of course, I had vaguely understood as much from Luiza's words, and others.

Even apart from the purely biological significance of leaving behind descendants, the meaning of marriage here is different from that in Japan, where I used to live. To put it extremely, in Japan, marriage can be based solely on personal feelings. Failure does not directly impact survival there.

Here, however, if a marriage fails, it concerns the survival of oneself and one's clan. To put it extremely, it is the choice of a partner to stand with on the battlefield. It is unthinkable to prioritize feelings when choosing a partner before a life-or-death battlefield. This applies both to the individuals themselves, and to the clan, the team, to which they belong.

"B, but, Alfina-sama's wishes..."

In my agitation, I uttered something I had no right to say.

"It seems Alfina was also anxious with the appearance of the Imperial Princess..."

"Eh?"

To my confusion, Euphilia tapped the desk with her feathered fan.

"Of course, Ricardo would be responsible for anything that might arise between Ricardo and Alfina. However, it seems such a thing did not happen."

"Y, yes."

"...Let us return to the subject. Yes, for example, how about this? We release Alfina from her royal status as well. If she were simply my niece, I, as her guardian, could decide her path."

Euphilia suggested something unexpected. I instinctively looked up. If such a thing were possible, she should do it. Then Alfina's will would be paramount. She must have fulfilled her duties as royalty more than enough already.

"...Haa."

Seeing my face, Euphilia sighed.

"Um..."

"So, for Ricardo, it would be better if Alfina lost her royal status, would it not?"

"Of co... no, that is not such a simple matter..."

I stammered, trying to make an excuse.

"In this case, the only possible explanation would be, 'That is not true.' What Ricardo is saying is tantamount to saying it would be better for her not to be royalty, if there were no difficulties."

Now that I think about it, that is true. For Alfina's charm, her royalty is but a negligible factor, or rather, a negative one.

"Though I knew it, you have absolutely no attachment to Alfina's status as a princess, do you? If that is the case, the possibilities certainly widen... Well, this current idea is too reckless, though. For me, who became the nation's largest and most prominent feudal lord because of someone, to monopolize Alfina, who holds the fame of a saint. That would be impossible."

Euphilia gave a cynical laugh. Her gaze fell upon the paper she had been explaining until just now. I see, with the Grand Duke of the East gone, Euphilia herself, now the sole power, is also a potential source of instability for the kingdom. But that is not my fault, probably...

"Very well. As long as Ricardo tries to protect Alfina, I too will protect you all. This promise is still valid."

We exchanged wry smiles involuntarily. But Euphilia's expression quickly turned serious again.

"However, there is a new concern. The investigation you ordered Luiza to conduct."

Euphilia said. At the meaning of her words, I froze. Could it be...

"How could you even think of investigating something like that?"

If Maytyl's words were true, and a room like that had been prepared, one would naturally consider the possibility of verifying it.

"C, could it be..."

I swallowed. I felt as if ice had been poured down my back.

"Rest assured. For now, there is nothing to substantiate your concerns. Well, given the nature of the matter, it would be difficult even if complete records remained, you see."

"I, I see."

Then I wish you would not say such suggestive things. But as I breathed a sigh of relief, Euphilia continued.

"It was I who was frightened to hear of the possibility. Ricardo's prophecies always come true, you see. ...Ah yes, there is one more thing I wish to ask you."

Euphilia looked at me. When I met her gaze, Euphilia's eyes wavered slightly from side to side.

"If, by some chance, the possibility Ricardo is concerned about cannot be ignored, what will Ricardo do?"

I could see Euphilia was tense. But for me, it was a rather simple question. I could answer it immediately.

"I will spend my entire life taking responsibility for that night."

"What!"

For some reason, Euphilia dropped the feathered fan she had tried to pick up.

It was then that I realized the meaning of what I had just said.

"Of course, that is if Alfina wishes it. Also, I will continue to do my utmost to ensure that it remains an unfounded concern. So, um..."

I hastily added.

"I, I understand. I will do everything I can regarding the royal palace's concerns, and the negotiations with the Empire."

Euphilia looked at me with a face that was both laughing and crying. It was rare to see her so flustered.

"Ah yes, when Alfina returns from the cathedral, speak with her a little. Hmm? Speak of the devil, and she appears, I suppose..."

Euphilia's gaze turned towards the window.

A carriage bearing the cathedral's crest entered the estate. That is right, I really should talk about that time, properly, once... I steeled myself and stood up.

"No, this is strange. According to the schedule..."

But Euphilia tilted her head. Looking closely, Luiza, who had disembarked first, was hurrying towards the entrance. Claudia helped Alfina out of the carriage, as if supporting her. At Luiza's instruction, something like a stretcher was being brought towards the carriage.

That day, the Crystal of Prophecy foretold the next calamity.
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			A beautiful princess, as if from a fairy tale, slept in her bed. Her shimmering blue-silver hair spread across the sheets from her pillow, her chest slowly rising and falling. But her pale face and occasionally ragged breathing conveyed a sense of fragility to anyone who saw her.

In fact, when Luiza heard the sound and entered the Crystal Chamber, Alfina was reportedly lying on the floor. The cause of such a heavy burden on her was clear.

"So, the images of the prophecy have finally emerged, then..."

I suppressed my emotions and took the paper from Luiza. Alfina seemed to have written it down before losing consciousness. The writing was clear. No matter how much my emotions wavered, it appealed to my reason. The neat handwriting suggested she had probably rewritten it deliberately.

Bertold, the Royal Capital, Kurtheite... Many place names were listed. After the phrase 'many more,' there were descriptions of locations, perhaps features like 'north of the mountain' or 'east of the river.' Furthermore, fragments of the disaster Alfina must have witnessed, such as 'burning cities,' 'scratches on walls,' and 'city walls intact,' were present. The descriptions of what seemed to be humans torn apart were agonizing to read.

"Alfina-sama said it would be in spring, or early summer..."

Luiza added that at the end. Half a year from now, then. That gives us more time than before, but...

"Has the prophecy been reported to the Royal Palace?"

"The same thing Ricardo just saw has been delivered to the Chancellor," Euphilia said. It was a natural course of action. In a way, it was strange for me to witness such a national crisis at the same time as the Chancellor.

The problem was the outcome. Even with just the fragmentary images written down, what was being prophesied was nothing short of the nation's downfall. What would be prioritized in such a situation?

I looked at Alfina once more. Her breathing was slightly uneven, and sweat beaded on her forehead. I looked at Euphilia.

"She won't return to the cathedral until she recovers..." Euphilia said. I clutched the copied memo tightly.

It meant that once her condition improved, she would be forced to go to the Crystal. For a moment, the thought crossed my mind, 'If only I had destroyed the Crystal then.' I shook my head, dispelling the foolish thought. I had to make the most of the information Alfina had provided, and protect her, as well as what she sought to protect. That was all I could do.

"In any case, I'm going to the lab."

With a heavy heart, I moved toward the door, feeling as if I were being pulled back. I needed to propose and verify hypotheses for the prophecy as quickly as possible. I needed to produce results that would convince everyone Alfina wouldn't have to face the Crystal again.

"...No, don't..."

"Alfina-sama!"

I turned around. Claudia, who was by the bed, hastily grabbed a wet towel. But Alfina's eyes remained closed. Only a faint voice escaped her struggling lips. It seemed she hadn't regained consciousness.

"...Don't go... Ricardo..."

As Claudia wiped the sweat from her forehead, Alfina shook her head from side to side. Of course, I wanted to stay by her side. My heart whispered that it would be better to wait until she regained consciousness and then verify the contents of this memo. However, the contents of this memo dictated what I should prioritize. The writing was good; even when emotions raged, it steadfastly supported a cold, rational judgment.

If the disaster was what I anticipated, then gathering information from Maytyl was crucial. If I missed today, another two days would be lost.

***

"That, it seems, is the image Alfina-sama saw."

I explained to Fulsy and Noel, writing on a slate in the curator's office. If my imagination was correct, Maytyl's cooperation would be essential. But first, that imagination needed objective verification. Without it, I couldn't possibly convey the prophecy's information to Maytyl.

I had wanted to advance the agreement with the Empire before things came to this, but now was not the time for such concerns.

"Alfina-sama..."

"Indeed, the burden has grown heavier, hasn't it. And this is..." Both of them looked troubled.

"To lessen Alfina-sama's burden even a little, I want to proceed with hypothesis formulation and verification as quickly as possible. First, both of you, tell me what you think after looking at this," I said.

"It brings to mind the calamity from 400 years ago, what you and the Princess investigated, perhaps 'The Great Calamity,' wouldn't you say?" Fulsy stared at the many place names copied onto the slate, and the fragments of the disaster's scenes, and spoke. Noel nodded slightly as well. Yes, flocks of flying dragons turning cities into seas of fire. The records of the 400-year-old calamity, preserved in various regions, came to mind.

This aligned with the hypothesis I had formulated.

"It's natural to think that way. As always, we can't see the magical beasts themselves that are causing the disaster, so there's no definite proof."

Of course, humans are influenced by what they already know. And the members present here shared information. Before considering verification methods, we needed to decide whether to adopt the possibility that lay on the boundary between history and fairy tales as our hypothesis.

"So many dragons, enough to form flocks... How is that possible?" Noel posed the question with a frightened voice.

"Indeed, dragons are supposed to be remarkably superior beings among magical beasts. It is difficult to imagine that they could exist in such numbers as to cover the entire kingdom."

Even though they are magical beasts, at least half of them are living creatures. They undergo the process of being born and growing. While we won't know for certain without asking Maytyl, when we pressed the Empire about the dragons that came to Tuvil Mountain, there was information that feathered juveniles existed.

Given their massive size, it's unlikely they become adults in just one or two years. Furthermore, the biomass or magical power required to sustain them is also an issue. Even ordinary large carnivores like lions and tigers require vast territories to sustain a single individual.

However, that is only assuming the dragons of Tuvil Mountain are the standard.

"Several possibilities can be considered. One is that they are a different species from the dragons we know."

The drawings believed to depict dragons in the records of the Great Calamity varied widely. Some were depicted as large enough to surpass city walls, while others were merely larger than humans, like a Horse-Dragon. However, with no perspective or anything of the sort, their sizes were completely unreliable.

Even if they possess flight capabilities, they might be small or medium-sized. In that case, the resources for a single dragon that we know of could potentially sustain many of them.

"That is a possibility... However, there are no records of dragons to support such a claim in the Kingdom, at least," Fulsy said.

"Then, another possibility is that the cities written here are not necessarily attacked simultaneously."

A flock of dragons might be capable of destroying a single city, say, ten medium-sized dragons. That flock of ten would then attack cities one after another.

"Hmm, that makes more sense. What about past records?"

"If both the Kingdom and the Empire have records of being attacked by dragon flocks, there's no guarantee that it was only one flock, but at least humanity didn't perish 400 years ago, so..."

This is also speculation. It's dangerous if it's mixed with the desire for it to be true. But I'll trust that we can filter that out later through verification.

"I have one question, though."

"A question?"

"Indeed. Even if it were a single flock, if it's a dragon flock, there would likely only be one place where it could originate, wouldn't there?" Fulsy looked at the map hanging on the wall.

"The Blood Mountains, I presume," Noel said.

"Indeed. Look at the cities the Princess named in her prophecy. They are scattered all over the Kingdom. If we assume the dragons are attacking from the Blood Mountains, then besides the northern parts of the Kingdom and areas near the eastern and western magic veins, the Royal Capital and even places further south are named. Wouldn't it be difficult for a small magical beast to fly such a distance with only a Magic Crystal core?"

I see. Even the dragons that attacked Kurtheite, the major city closest to the Blood Mountains, were only able to be active because there was a magic vein that emerged in Tuvil Mountain.

"Is there a possibility of a species specialized in flight capabilities?" After all, they are dinosaurs. It wouldn't be strange for them to have evolved into something more bird-like.

"We cannot deny that. We have no way of knowing the precise types of dragons. However, if such creatures exist, it wouldn't be strange for there to be instances of them attacking the Kingdom from the Blood Mountains."

"But like Tuvil Mountain, magic veins could emerge in various parts of the country..." Noel said.

"Indeed, something like the magic vein at Tuvil Mountain, or the one that sustained that flock of Mucus, could occur..."

"............" "............"

We fell silent. The scarcity of information was once again keenly felt. Even the fact that they are dragons is merely speculation. Furthermore, if they inhabit the Blood Mountains, a magical realm utterly impassable to humans, there is no guarantee that estimations like the dragon population limit would even hold true.

All we knew was that, whatever the disaster, it would cause widespread, large-scale damage. If we were to misjudge our predictions, the consequences would be dire.

"Given the current situation, we will prioritize the possibility that the same disaster from 400 years ago will occur."

Both of them nodded at my words. In any case, we would anticipate a disaster on a scale that would involve both the Kingdom and the Empire, just as we first thought. That being the case, the key person would still be...

***

"Are your schemes finished?"

Back in the lab, we were greeted by Maytyl, with Leonard-senpai at her side. A highly political problem had emerged. But there were no other options. Based on the hypothesis we just discussed, much of the necessary information lay beyond the river.
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			"Has your plotting finished, I wonder?" Maytyl said, paying no mind to the troubled expression on Leonard's face beside her.

Maytyl, for her part, had no choice but to represent the Empire's interests. In that sense, they both found themselves in difficult positions. No risk-free relationships truly exist, after all. And when it comes to the person right in front of you, seeing them with your own eyes is the best basis for judgment. Of course, the absolute prerequisite is to invest enough time to assess people whose positions and backgrounds differ from your own.

It goes without saying that the time required increases proportionally to the number of people one must judge. This is precisely why I, who aims to increase contact between the Kingdom and the Empire through trade, intend to limit that contact, at least for the time being, to the context of the new city.

It would be unnatural to drop one's guard against people with different positions and backgrounds without intending to invest the necessary time and the mental energy that comes with it. This is especially true for me, given my communication issues.

Well, if I were to say such a thing, then what about me, who is likely the only reincarnated person in this world? Pushing that line of thought would lead me to Alfina-sama.

No, no, this isn't the time for that. Anyway, regarding Maytyl, I believe I've spent enough time to make at least a minimum judgment.

"As a result of my plotting, I have determined that Princess Maytyl's cooperation is essential."

Leonard's face stiffened in surprise at my words. Of course, putting aside matters of trust, I always properly consider the Kingdom's circumstances. However, in this particular case, the greatest national interest is speed. After all, the nation's destruction is coming in just six months.

"...Hmm. Well, let's hear what you have to say first. I suppose a prophecy has been issued."

"Yes, I want your cooperation in gathering information about the next impending disaster."

"Not a request, but cooperation? The crystal only predicts the Kingdom's disasters, doesn't it?" Maytyl feigned ignorance.

"Currently, we're primarily considering the possibility that the same events as the disaster 400 years ago will occur. In other words, it's not just someone else's problem." I added, mindful of Leonard. It goes without saying that my trusting Maytyl based on my invested time and judgment does not contradict Leonard remaining wary of Maytyl based on his own assessment.

I briefly explained the content of our earlier discussion.

"Assuming that hypothesis is valid, what are your means of verification? You're assuming ambiguous records and an unknown source, the Blood Mountains. You're not going to tell me, I hope, that you're planning an expedition all the way to the Blood Mountains to confirm if Heyleight swarms are appearing, are you?"

Maytyl's face showed a hint of trouble. Well, that was to be expected. Even Fulsy had not said she wanted to go there, though she was certainly interested.

"There are two means of verification. One is unchanged from before, measuring the magic veins. As Princess Maytyl pointed out, we have ambiguous records and an unknown source. It's impossible to consider everything at once. The first thing to investigate is whether this disaster is different from previous ones. If it's a different kind of disaster, we should see different movements in the magic veins."

I looked at Fulsy.

"Our usual magic vein measurements showed no strange results last year or this year, meaning there haven't been any major fluctuations in magic power levels. However, one of the magic vein spectrum analyses from the observatory has arrived, and this is the result from the west."

Fulsy showed us the magic-sensing plate.

"A band in the same position as the Crimson Magic Crystal has been observed."

"What do you think?"

"...Just that alone doesn't tell us much. It's possible it was appearing all along, and we simply lacked the observation technology before, isn't it?" Maytyl said cautiously.

"That's true."

"...Well, there's a high possibility that the same thing is happening in the Empire. What about the results from the eastern observatory?"

"Not yet. We're sharing a single measuring device between the east and west, and each measurement takes several days."

"If you have Iris Unit 2 in the east, I recommend measuring the reactions at Tuvil Mountain as well." Maytyl said. I nodded to Fulsy. The appearance of a magic vein on Tuvil Mountain was an anomaly in itself, and it was that magic vein which the Heyleights had targeted when they came to the Kingdom. We could not ignore it. And then.

"If possible, I'd like to measure the Empire's magic veins directly as well." I said. Maytyl replied.

"If the same magic vein reactions are occurring regardless of whether it's the Empire or the Kingdom, then the credibility of a large-scale, widespread disaster increases. But that doesn't guarantee it's the same as 400 years ago, does it?"

"Ah, either way, a comparison with the past is necessary."

"Measurements from the tree rings haven't found a definite lead yet. Vinaldira and her team are working hard, but they've only just managed to extract magic vein components from the tree ring samples." Noel said.

"We only need to know if something unprecedented happened, so perhaps we can broaden our scope to decades at a time, for example."

"We probably have no choice but to start from there."

"But that still won't be enough, will it?"

"That's right. To confirm it, we need records spanning more than 400 years..."

The maximum magic vein data obtained so far covered 70 years. Even if current improvements allowed for about 100 years of data, we would still need trees over 100 years old located near magic veins. What's more, even that would not be enough. We needed something that recorded data spanning over 400 years.

Actually, I had one place in mind where such a record might exist, but that would probably be impossible within the country.

"I understand. If our current verification, the hypothesis that the next disaster will be the same as the one 400 years ago, proves true, then the Empire will suffer the greatest damage, and what's more, it will be the first to suffer it."

"If you acknowledge that, then we can proceed quickly."

Assuming Heyleight swarms emerge from the Blood Mountains, the first place to be attacked would likely be somewhere in the Empire. The Kingdom would then be able to observe this and gather information.

For example, if the disaster's monsters were not Heyleights, we would have to quickly abandon the strategy of dealing with them using pollen. I don't want to think about it, but it's far better than waiting with ineffective weapons in hand. On the other hand, the Empire would not have such a luxury.

Leonard seemed to have understood what we were saying. His face, which had been tense moments before, now showed a hint of relief. Noel, meanwhile, recoiled slightly with a sound like "Uwah."

"What other information do you need?"

"There is. Or rather, it's something Princess Maytyl mentioned before. Please look at this description..."

I pointed to the words, "Scars on the Wall." This was primary information that Alfina-sama had desperately examined for us. Could they be Heyleight claw marks? Perhaps something could be learned from the shape of those marks. Of course, these marks did not yet exist.

"If these are Heyleight claw marks, then it's possible the same marks remain from the disaster 400 years ago. We might have to search for them domestically, but the place they are most likely to remain is..."

I pointed to a spot on the map, the new city we were planning to build. Further beyond that, near the Blood Mountains.

"There are ruins of a city destroyed in the Great Disaster, you see. There's a possibility that the scars of the disaster remain there. If we make copies of them and have Alfina-sama examine them, we might be able to determine if the monsters that caused the disaster were the same. Also, I want to measure the magic veins as close to the Blood Mountains as possible."

I spoke of what I had heard from Maytyl before, like trace fossils, so to speak.

"Meaning?"

"It means traversing the territory of the Heyleights."

"I'm appalled. That's not just near the Blood Mountains, it's a place even we wouldn't venture into. You're as reckless as ever. To say it's for that girl, you're truly fearless."

"...Well, we had to survey the new territory eventually. But this might be a bit too soon, huh. Haha."

Of course, I wanted to minimize Alfina-sama's burden. In fact, we had already incorporated a Blood Mountains measurement base, related to the disaster, into the new city's reason for existence. The status of being an observation hub for dealing with a common human disaster would provide significant backing for the city's security.

"You don't actually think you can do it yourselves, do you? By the way, the location of that ruined city is at the foot of a mountain predicted to be a Heyleight nesting ground."

So that's why humans couldn't venture into that area, because it was the heart of the Heyleight swarm.

"Yes, we'll need the Empire's cooperation." I nodded.

"The closest human territory to this location is Princess Lisabet's domain, Maldras, isn't it?" Maytyl pointed to the southeastern edge of the Imperial territory. If we were to challenge an area even the Empire wouldn't venture into, a safe base would be necessary.

"Unfortunately, I have no way of influencing the crucial negotiations with the Empire. All I can do is increase the persuasiveness of this disaster prophecy hypothesis and make those in power feel a sense of crisis."

"You'll likely receive a summons from the Royal Palace soon. After all, it's an outlandish tale, the reproduction of a disaster from 400 years ago. It all depends on how much evidence you can gather..."

An envoy proposing cooperation against monsters has already left for the Empire. For now, it likely depends on their response. Everyone's eyes turned to Maytyl.

"I'll send a letter to the Empire. Although, given my current position, its effectiveness will be limited." Maytyl gave a self-deprecating laugh. From the Kingdom, she was suspected of saying something advantageous to the Empire, and from the Empire, she was suspected of being threatened or co-opted by the Kingdom. Well, I was the one who put her in that position.

"Uh... right, I'm kind of sorry about that."

"...Well, you've more than met my expectations for coming here, so it's fine. However, you should hasten to develop enough power to deal with Heyleight swarms. For the sake of negotiations, too." Maytyl said. It was something she had asserted from the very beginning. They needed to rush the creation of cartridges that purify magic wavelength using magic catalysts. If possible, I also wanted to start working on circuit design.

"First, it depends on the Empire's move..."
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			Episode 8: The Imperial Capital

			A vertical rectangular region, sandwiched between a great river to the south and the Blood Mountains to the east. The Imperial Capital lies near the northern edge of this land, where basins are scattered among the mountains. It is the largest basin in the Empire. Furthermore, with a river warmed by geothermal zones to the north, it boasts outstanding food production within the country.

Against this backdrop, it became the center of the community against the threat of monsters. Successive emperors and royalty formed blood ties with the families ruling the basins in various regions. Within this bloodline alliance, those with superior qualities gained recognition in battles against monsters. Such was the system.

The Imperial Capital is surrounded by thick, fortress-like walls. At the center of the square city stands the Imperial Palace, utterly unadorned. The fortress-like building has no decoration other than projecting stone walls for defense. In the stables beside it, an unusual number of Horse-Dragons are parked, each bearing an emblem of a similar design.

In the innermost part of the Imperial Palace, a raised throne was placed beneath the black Imperial flag. In front of it, two long tables were arranged facing each other, left and right. Five men and women were seated at each table. These were influential members of the royalty.

At the center of the left table was Dagobard. At the center of the right table was Princess Lisabet. By the way, these two, and Maytyl who was not present, were cousins, not siblings.

An old man, like a withered tree, supported by his aides, took the throne. This was the result of consecutive crown prince candidates losing their lives in battles against monsters a decade or so ago, when the damage from monsters was at its worst. Even so, they should have ideally been led by a young new emperor who had triumphed over the Kingdom.

"I believe the Kingdom's offer is worth actively considering," Princess Lisabet said, being the first to speak. The reason she, a member of royalty but inferior in ability and merely the lord of a small basin, was present here was because she was Maytyl's representative, and because her small territory was located in a position closely related to the Kingdom's current proposal.

Seated to her left and right were, so to speak, the pro-cooperation faction with the Kingdom. This, of course, referred to their stance in the current situation, or relatively speaking.

On the other hand, Dagobard, seated opposite her, represented the skeptical faction. These were men and women who, at a glance, had the appearance of warriors, with many scars etched onto their bodies. Dagobard himself had acquired several new scars. Having been defeated in the invasion of the Kingdom, an invasion that was supposed to be a sure victory, he had lost significant prestige. However, by utilizing his remaining forces to rush to the defense of the homeland, he had regained his position as the strongest candidate for the next generation.

Of course, it was also a significant factor that Maytyl, his greatest rival, was currently abroad.

A man in his mid-forties, seated to Dagobard's right, stood up. He had many scars from his head to his arms. During the war with the Kingdom, he was a member of the royalty responsible for the defense against monsters within the country, using reduced forces.

"While claiming to cooperate against monsters," he said, "in the end, our sorcery technology will be unilaterally taken from us, and we will merely be conveniently used as shields."

A woman in her late thirties, seated to Dagobard's left, said, "The replenishment of Horse-Dragons and sorcerers lost in the previous war has only just begun. Our top priority now should be to stabilize the home front. If the Kingdom wants to venture into the flying dragon's territory, let them do so. Even if they fail, we have nothing but gains." She was responsible for breeding Horse-Dragons.

"The expansion and stabilization of trade with the Kingdom are necessary for the recovery of our military strength. And precisely because of times like these, we should take proactive steps for future development."

"Stability in trade is one thing, but expansion does not necessarily guarantee profit. If cheap grain floods in from the Kingdom, what will become of the Empire's agriculture? According to your argument, that city intends to lower grain prices, does it not?"

Although it cannot be compared to the Kingdom, an agricultural nation, many citizens of the Empire are also farmers, with their lives barely scraping by. Of course, there are also anxieties about the relative status of cultivated lands around the Imperial Capital being shaken.

"The Kingdom's assertion is that it is an expansion of opportunities for both sides to exchange crops they excel at. Regarding this, I have spoken directly with the person in charge of the new city. I have also confirmed about beans, and according to information from Maytyl-denka, there could be demand for buckwheat in the Kingdom."

"A Kingdom that produces enough wheat to export to the Empire, you say they prefer to eat coarse grains? I find that very hard to believe."

"No, it's not just for eating, they are proposing it for extremely high-grade confections and unusual ways of consumption..."

"You talk about profit, profit, but whose profit is it? As you say, even if the establishment of trade hubs with the Kingdom brings profit to the Empire, who will be the biggest beneficiary?"

The one who asked with a malicious look on his face was the lord of the territory that traditionally served as the Kingdom's point of contact.

"Cooperating with the Kingdom's new city through my territory is merely a condition for peace..."

"Then you, as the biggest beneficiary, should make the effort. If the plan succeeds, your territory will become a vital route connecting the Kingdom and the Empire, from what is currently a frontier of the Empire. Should it somehow lead to the development of resources in the Blood Mountains, it would have even greater significance. It would certainly be a rewarding endeavor."

"I am by no means considering only the convenience of my own territory. In fact, Maytyl-denka has also reported that joint research with the Kingdom would be beneficial..."

Princess Lisabet called to the sorcerer waiting behind her. He was Maytyl's subordinate.

"According to the report from her Highness, they have already succeeded in developing a magic power measuring device of formidable performance. It is said to play an extremely broad and significant role, not only in detailed observation of magic veins but also in sorcery research. The Kingdom will provide a new magic vein measuring device in exchange for the provision of Dragon Crystal."

"The agreement with the Kingdom is already showing results. Of course, the Kingdom will be acting based on its own interests. However, at the very least, the Kingdom is taking the recent anomalies in the magic veins seriously and recognizes the monster problem as a major threat. Can we not interpret it that way?"

The opposition fell silent at Princess Lisabet's words. Everyone present knew of Maytyl-denka's contributions and passion for sorcery research. Even as a hostage, her words carried weight.

"Then, let us also present information from someone who knows the Kingdom well."

However, one of the opposition members spoke. When the attendees nodded, the entrance to the conference hall opened, and a man in flashy white attire, more ostentatious than anyone else present, entered.

"I would like to ask His Highness Delnius, the Kingdom's Honorary Ambassador. Frankly speaking, does the Kingdom have the will to deal with monsters?"

"On my journey to the Imperial Capital, I was able to glimpse the monster situation in the Empire near the Blood Mountains. From that perspective, I must regretfully say that it would be difficult for the Kingdom to provide effective cooperation to the Empire."

"Oh, what is the reason for that? Though few in number, the Kingdom has demonstrated its ability to deal with numerous monsters, led by dragons, has it not?"

"That 'few' is the problem. The Kingdom certainly protected its country from the threat of monsters. However, that was by using the power of prophecy and by marshaling the nation's total strength to concentrate its knight orders on a single target."

"In other words, the Kingdom only has the power to deal with a limited number of threats."

"Regrettably, that is the case."

The skeptical faction nodded at Delnius's statement. Princess Lisabet could not refute it either. In contrast to the Empire, whose entire territory is constantly exposed to the threat of monsters, the Kingdom could pour all its efforts into a single monster, whose appearance region could even be predicted.

"Thank you, Your High—"

"More importantly, I have a great concern!"

Unaware that his required role was finished, Delnius continued.

"Though he is my younger brother, I must say it is dangerous to trust Prince Craig. After all, my brother is someone interested only in power. Despite being of royal blood, he personally took control of the knight orders and seized the throne in due time through that power. Considering my brother's character, who thinks only of his own ambition... I am heartbroken at the thought that he might become a new spark of conflict with your esteemed nation."

Delnius said with a gloomy look. With his remark that belittled fighting by leading knight orders, despite being of royalty, he didn't even notice that all the attendees' eyes turned cold.

"In other words, the possibility that the Kingdom harbors military ambitions towards the Empire cannot be dismissed, correct?"

The skeptical man who had brought Delnius to this platform seized the opportunity, despite his confusion. It was Princess Lisabet who panicked.

"S-such a situation, where such a possibility could be completely dismissed, is non-existent, is it not? In fact, the Empire invaded the Kingdom. If circumstances allowed, we might do the same. Naturally, the Kingdom would likely do likewise. Therefore, the problem is that by establishing monsters as a common enemy and expanding trade relations, we can achieve long-term..."

"No, that's not it."

Princess Lisabet desperately tried to weave her words. But her words were sharply cut off.

"Dagobard-denka."

Princess Lisabet tensed at the statement from Dagobard-denka, who had not spoken a single word until now. He possessed an aura of dignity that naturally made the attendees straighten their collars.

"The problem is not whether the Kingdom can be trusted, nor is it about the profits from trade."

"Are you saying...?"

"No matter how useful trade hubs with the Kingdom may be, and no matter how much profit the expansion of trade might bring to the Empire, it means nothing if the Kingdom doesn't have the power to maintain them."

Dagobard-denka said, "Trade routes that cannot be maintained are out of the question. This is even more so when considering the investment made before their loss and the chaos that would ensue from their disappearance." Naturally, Princess Lisabet also harbored that concern in her mind.

"The same applies to the anti-monster agreement. In contrast, the Kingdom would suffer little pain even if it abandoned this side of the great river. The Imperial army has no leisure to indulge in such games."

"..."

This time, Princess Lisabet's side fell silent. Dagobard-denka continued, surveying the opposite table with a commanding gaze.

"Then, what do Dagobard-denka propose should be done?"

"It's simple. The Kingdom merely needs to prove it has the power to operate in the flying dragon's territory."

"How, exactly?"

"It's settled. We will respond that we will agree to the anti-monster agreement. I myself will participate in the discussions with the Kingdom. The venue for the discussions will be Maldras, which you will provide. There should be no problem."

"Of course."

Dagobard-denka's words were suddenly positive. Princess Lisabet nodded, despite her bewilderment. Originally, she had wanted to invite that young man and thoroughly discuss the expansion of trade with the Kingdom. If she could make concrete plans for expanding trade with the Kingdom, that would become the power to move the Empire.

"However, the Kingdom must reach that point via the route we demand..."

Dagobard-denka pointed at the map. His finger traced an arc across the great river. When Princess Lisabet realized the meaning of that, the color drained from her face.

"Th-that is, far too much..."

Princess Lisabet's eyes widened at Dagobard-denka's words.

"There should be no problem. After all, it is something the Kingdom claims it can do. Of course, since I will be attending, the Kingdom must prepare suitable individuals for it, including, of course, the person in charge of that 'new city'."

Dagobard-denka grinned. His eyes looked past Princess Lisabet and gazed far to the south, out the window.



		
		
		
			Chapter 193: Episode 9: Preparation
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 193

			Episode 9: Preparation

			"Hold on a minute. This sugar is susceptible to moisture."

"Ours is the same, you know. Sugar doesn't spoil, so ours should take priority."

"Hmph, do you even know how much this costs, just one jar of it?"

"That's just an additive for the culture medium. This is the main component."

From the makeshift storage shed behind the lab, the exchange between two men could be heard. They seemed to be arguing over where to put the delivered goods. It had been a while since I heard such an exchange.

Inside, a large quantity of materials was piled up. Carefully navigating around the large number of eggs that had been brought from Rilka-san, I went further inside, where Plural-san and Dalgan-san were glaring at each other.

"Excuse me, seniors."

I called out to them. I had no intention of mediating. In fact, it wasn't necessary. This was more like their usual greeting to each other.

"This is the delivery of the highest quality goods, you see. I need to handle it myself."

"Because these are custom-made items that only our company can produce."

In fact, the high-grade ingredients the two of them brought in were materials for a magic catalyst of national secret caliber.

"I am truly grateful that you responded to such a sudden and large order."

I bowed my head. These were custom-made items among custom-made items, not something you could simply say, "I'll pay, so just prepare this much." Especially since they required significant effort due to limited production volume, and on top of that, they overlapped with their families' main products.

"More importantly, if there's any heavy lifting left, leave it to me."

"Well, we aren't exactly idle, either. But we haven't spread ourselves thin as much as you have."

The two of them said, looking away from each other. I was completely indebted to them. However, it was clear that this was no time for me to be reserved.

"I apologize, but Plural-senpai, I'd like to ask you to make distilled water. Dalgan-senpai, please handle the wood cutting."

Plural-san shrugged ironically, and Dalgan-san rolled up his sleeves.

Returning inside the building, I found Rilka-san in the first-floor biology lab, picking up colonies from Petri dishes. Behind her, Vinaldira-san was refining the magic catalyst from a large Erlenmeyer flask. Next to that, a centrifuge, improved with sorcery-gold bearings and a circuit that flowed magic, was spinning another flask.

"Numbers four and eight, put on hold. Put three and seven through the iris. Discard the rest... Wait, number six is interesting, so hold that one too."

"Number six... Y-yes, I understand, Maytyl-denka."

"You don't need to keep adding 'denka' every time, just hurry with the work."

In the next room, Maytyl-denka was holding a magic catalyst spread on glass and magic-sensing paper in her left hand, and a magic crystal in her right. She was selecting for the wavelength characteristics of the catalyst function. Sherry-san was assisting her. She seems to have been born under such a star.

I checked on the growth of the newly sown colonies and headed for the stairs.

I went up to the second floor, opened the door, and began my task of extracting samples from the tree rings. I arranged the cut tree rings and marked them every ten years. Even within a single tree, the width of the rings varied completely depending on the location.

This alone was quite a laborious task. Seventy years' worth of tree rings formed seven piles. I recorded their weight.

I put the separated samples over a flame. It had already been confirmed that the magic components were not lost through heating. I mixed the ashed samples with an amount of alcohol corresponding to the weight I had just measured. I poured the sample liquid extracted into the liquid layer into small bottles. When the alcohol evaporated, a black, slightly reddish, tar-like liquid was produced.

I lined up the seven resulting small bottles neatly within a wooden frame. These were the measurement samples. I took them to the measuring device and handed them to Fulsy-san.

Mia-san was engrossed in statistical processing. The variation for each sample was significant. Beside her, Leonard-san was reading out the numerical values.

In the back of the room, Noel-san was creating new pipettes, preparing molds for magic semiconductors.

◇◇

Break time. Everyone reported on the progress of their respective projects while munching on yokan.

"Regarding the magic cartridges, we've made progress on one of the two unnecessary bands in the magic crystal. But for the other one, we're having trouble finding a suitable candidate."

On the magic-sensing paper Maytyl-denka held, one of the three bands of the magic crystal had completely disappeared. It was the power of a catalyst that absorbed only magic of specific wavelengths.

"Huh? Didn't you say you'd made progress on that?"

"Well, we thought we'd found one, but it turned out to absorb a wavelength and then emit it as a different wavelength."

"I see..."

It must be something like a fluorescent reaction. We found several catalysts with similar properties during earlier screenings.

"Well, just removing one band seems to have some effect. But what will happen if the circuit characteristics change? I want to try it with Noel-san's circuit soon."

"I-I'll do my best."

"The tree rings project still has a long way to go, you see. After all, we need to unfold various wavelengths into a spectrum."

Fulsy-san said, pinching a blurry magic-sensing plate. Even just getting an image was a huge step forward.

"I don't really understand it, but it's Vinder-san's usual project, isn't it?"

"Looks like we still have a long road ahead."

Plural-san and Dalgan-san, who had been listening to the reported experimental results with astonished expressions, said. Rilka-san and Vinaldira-san rubbed their sleepy eyes. Sherry-san's eyes looked dead, but that might be because the Imperial Princess was right beside her even during break time.

"I apologize for making you all overexert yourselves."

I bowed my head to everyone once more.

"We haven't heard the detailed story, but it's not someone else's problem, is it?"

"And well, you know, this is also necessary for the new city, Central Garden, isn't it?"

Dalgan-san said. When did the city's name become Central Garden?

"That's right, we are merchants. And the kind who would ride along with Vinder-san's grand plan to establish a business base in the monster territory."

"...Th-that's right. We can't miss a chance for such a huge profit."

The Central Garden members raised their voices one after another. Good heavens, responsibilities too heavy for me, who always tries to protect myself, had accumulated without me even realizing it. However, I didn't feel it was merely a burden. I felt that its weight would become the strength to overcome any obstacle.

"If we can't prevent the calamity, the Kingdom itself will be in danger. Senpai, you should also make sure to keep Alfina-sama in good spirits."

Mia-san said, pouting her lips.

"Huh?"

"Well, regarding that, we have no choice but to leave it to Vinder-san, don't we?"

"Our tasks here are already decided. Vinder-san, why don't you go back for once? You haven't been home for days, have you?"

Just when I had made an uncharacteristic resolution, everyone started trying to drive me out.

"You've arrived at a good time, haven't you?"

Luiza-san poked her head in. She was gathering the members of Alfina-sama's study group in the library, conveying Alfina-sama's image to the nobles from various regions, and narrowing down the corresponding locations. Of course, the details were kept secret, and the members were said to be carefully selected.

◇◇

"...The academy side is like this. Measures against the predicted calamity are steadily progressing, so please rest assured, Alfina-sama."

I reported on the situation to Alfina-sama, who was sitting up in bed. I had heard from Claudia-san that she was now able to eat properly.

"That's right, Alfina-sama. Grand Duchess Bertold-sama has strictly instructed us."

Claudia-san said. As soon as she was able to get out of bed, she had apparently started saying she wanted to go to the cathedral.

"Clau-san is being mean. Even though I'm already well, she won't let me out of my room. It's precisely because everyone is working so hard that I, too, should..."

Alfina-sama puffed out her cheeks.

"Regarding the crystal, it is something only Alfina-sama can do. That is precisely why we wish for you to conserve your energy for when it is truly needed."

"Even you, Ricardo-kun...?"

"Currently, Luiza-dono is proceeding with narrowing down locations based on Alfina-sama's visions."

"I know that... But this time, the images I see keep changing one after another. So, if I could just a little bit..."

"Even if you look at places you have never seen yourself, Alfina-sama, it does not necessarily mean efficiency will increase. Gathering the 'primary information' of the prophecy, this is the most efficient and effective method."

Although it was a sophism to keep Alfina-sama away from the crystal as much as possible, it was also the truth. Alfina-sama was intelligent. Lies and deceptions would not work on her.

"As long as you, Alfina-sama, are the only one who can see the images of the prophecy, there are things you must do. For that purpose, please keep your health in perfect condition."

"If Ricardo-kun says so much... I understand. But there were some strange places among what I saw. I don't think anyone in the Kingdom would know about them."

Alfina-sama looked at me intently and said. No one in the Kingdom?

"I saw a place where a large river flows to the south."

"That is..."

I faltered. If that was the River of Hope. But until now, it was only within the Kingdom... I couldn't imagine the crystal arbitrarily incorporating information about the new territories across the river.

"You won't go to dangerous places on your own, will you, Ricardo-kun? I'm worried about you, Ricardo-kun, that you might do something reckless."

Alfina-sama looked at me with pleading eyes.

"O-of course. Someone as powerless as me would only be a hindrance if I went into the monster territory."

I would probably have to go as far as Princess Lisabet's territory. But beyond that, in the dragon territory, I would be a hindrance.

◇◇

"Thank you. Thanks to you, it seems I'll be able to keep Alfina-sama away from the crystal. ...For the time being, at least."

Leaving the room, I bowed my head to Luiza-san.

"Oh, it's strange for Vinder-kun to be thanking me. Shouldn't I, as her aide, be thanking you instead?"

"Eh, ah, oh. Now that you mention it..."

She was certainly right. This was almost as if...

"Well, thinking of Alfina-sama in that way isn't a bad thing. A little possessiveness can be pleasing to a woman, after all."

"...Um."

"Anyway... No, this can wait. It's more something to ask Mia-san about. Regarding the list, I've made a few adjustments."

Luiza-san said, frowning for just a moment.

"Thank you very mu... That's good to hear."

I hastily corrected myself.

There wasn't much time left until the meeting for countermeasures against the predicted calamity.
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			Episode 10: Part One, Imperial Demands

			A giant kingdom flag hung on the wall. This was the King's office, a place I had hoped never to enter again.

Two long tables, seemingly brought in specifically for this occasion, were arranged in front of the King's desk. Seated on the left were, quite literally, the kingdom's most prominent figures. Closest to the King were Prince Craig and Chancellor Grynisias. There was also a refined-looking, unfamiliar man in his fifties. He was probably Duke Yeverg. Commander Tembelg of the First Knight Order was also present.

If a terrorist attack were to occur, the kingdom would likely perish even before the calamity of the prophecy arrived. Well, if what we are about to discuss were to leak, the nation could be thrown into chaos and collapse even before the disaster.

In stark contrast, the two people seated at the right table seemed entirely out of place. They looked as shabby as if they had been hauled in from a small building behind some school. The imbalance was obvious, but was it truly acceptable? Well, Fulsy held the rank of count, but on the other side, the lowest rank was a marquis.

The real problem, more than the balance of ranks, was how we, the lightweight side, were going to sway the heavy side, who held all the decision-making power.

"Now, explain the analysis results concerning the calamity indicated by the Prophetic Crystal," Grynisias prompted Fulsy.

"There is no need for strange considerations for anyone present here. I shall present the worst-case hypothesis, constructed based on the information obtained up to the 'present' moment." Everyone nodded at the old man's words, as he seemed disinclined to hold back for anyone. Whatever the cause, that image was one of national collapse. False reassurance was indeed useless.

"What I will show first is the magic pulse data obtained from the magic pulse wavelength detector, created through joint research with the Empire, regarding the magic pulse's..." As Fulsy began his explanation, I presented a graph of the magic pulse spectrum data. It showed the magic pulse spectrums from the eastern and western observation posts, and from Tuvil Mountain. The positions of the bands for normal Magic Crystals and Crimson Magic Crystals were marked as reference points. What was clear was simple. In other words, while the magic pulse readings from various locations differed, they all uniformly showed a strong output of magic power at wavelengths corresponding to the main band of Crimson Magic Crystals. Tuvil Mountain, in particular, had few other wavelengths, but the crimson band was strong.

"Next, here is 70 years of magic pulse fluctuation data, presented in 10-year increments, using tree rings..." This came from red trees in the East and West, and timber from the Empire. Although presented in 10-year increments, the results were clear. The crimson band appeared only in the most recent decade, that is, the past ten years.

"Finally, these are the results from the past ten years, obtained using a magic-sensitive plate adjusted to detect only this crimson wavelength." What we learned from the 10-year segmented data was that the crimson magic power wavelength had only appeared in the last ten years. Once that was known, we could focus our target.

"As you can see, high-density magic power wavelengths are gradually increasing. This is likely the cause behind the recent anomalies in the magic pulses. It is a speculation, but given that high magic power is occurring across such a wide area, similar changes can be expected in the Blood Mountains, the center of the magic pulses."

"Magic pulse observations indicate that the next calamity will be more intense and widespread than anything that has occurred in at least the past seventy years. When considering this in conjunction with the situation shown in the prophecy, it is reasonable to propose a phenomenon recorded as lore 400 years ago as a candidate. That is, a swarm of dragons emerging from the Blood Mountains will attack various parts of the kingdom as the calamity's monsters."

In the end, the magic pulse data only strengthened our initial hypothesis.

"A swarm of dragons, that is quite..." The thought of a swarm of dragons taking flight from the Blood Mountains was a nightmare. Grynisias and Tembelg involuntarily raised their voices. Craig and the King remained unmoving. However, the expressions of the father and son pair twisted for a moment. It seemed my prediction that the Great Calamity 400 years ago was closely tied to the kingdom's founding was correct.

"Wait, wait. If it is the entire kingdom, wouldn't we be talking about a scale of a hundred creatures? It is hard to believe such a number of dragons exist," Tembelg said, as if denying the nightmare. I understood the feeling well; people instinctively deny what exceeds the bounds of their common sense.

"A single swarm of dragons could attack various parts of the kingdom one after another. Alternatively, we are envisioning small to medium-sized dragons. If that is the case, it is conceivable," Fulsy conveyed the details we had discussed. Just as the participants' complexions recovered, he added that, given their flight capabilities and range, it was not necessarily a situation to be optimistic about. Of course, this was to create a gap, to lead them to our conclusion.

"...If they are dragons, perhaps that pollen we discussed would be effective?" It was Grynisias who said this calmly. Fulsy looked at me.

"I believe there is a high possibility it would be effective against dragons. However, even with the Empire's Horse-Dragons, we dealt with them by trapping them in a narrow fortress and deploying a large amount of pollen all at once. If it were a swarm of flying dragons, the required amount of pollen would be enormous, and it would be difficult to fend them off with that alone."

"How likely do you consider that hypothesis to be correct?" the King said in a firm voice.

"Honestly speaking, I can only say it is the most probable among the possibilities we have considered. We believe further verification is necessary."

"Then, what is the countermeasure?" Fulsy looked at me.

"The most crucial factor, above all else, is speed. We must solidify our hypothesis as quickly as possible. When the calamity's monsters emerge, we must obtain information about them without a moment's delay. If we assume a single swarm attacks cities one after another, then crushing the swarm in its first attack would allow us to minimize damage."

Grynisias nodded at my words. I continued.

"Much of the information necessary for that is across the river." I explained that by measuring the Blood Mountains and investigating cities destroyed in the Great Calamity, among other things, we could verify the image from the prophecy.

"...In other words, we urgently need to explore the Flying Dragon Territory?" The King stared at me.

"The city destroyed in the Great Calamity is deep within the Flying Dragon Territory. We believe extremely vital information for confirming our hypothesis can be obtained there."

"Is it not even deeper within the Flying Dragon Territory?"

"Yes. Considering the distance, the safest route would be through the Empire's Maldras. Therefore, I wish to request an anti-monster agreement, no, an alliance, with the Empire as quickly as possible." I appealed. All the participants, except for us, looked troubled. That's strange, I thought there was no other option in this situation.

"Yeverg." "Yes." At the King's words, the duke in charge of negotiations with the Empire stood up.

"The reply to the 'agreement' we proposed to the Empire arrived just the other day." Yeverg read out the Empire's demands. The reply stated that Dagobard, the Empire's top military figure, would agree to a meeting. Furthermore, the meeting place was Maldras. This was beyond what we could have wished for. But...

"To prove that the kingdom can establish and maintain a trade route through the Flying Dragon Territory, the royal envoys must reach Maldras by passing through the Flying Dragon Territory, not through imperial lands." "Huh?" I instinctively looked at the map. We would need to cross the Great River and practically traverse the entire length of the Flying Dragon Territory. While not reaching the deepest part, the distance we would have to cover was longer than from Maldras to the destroyed city. For the kingdom, it meant traversing land they had never seen, without a guide?

Both Fulsy and I could only remain silent. Exploring the Flying Dragon Territory required the Empire's cooperation. To demand that we traverse the Flying Dragon Territory simply to gain that cooperation, what an absurdity! I had intended to measure the Empire's magic pulses in Maldras and stir up a strong sense of urgency. I had even considered enlisting the help of their Horse-Dragon Unit.

"The Knight Order also considered this from a military perspective. However, it is an unknown territory for the kingdom. With the Great River at our backs, retreat would not be easy. We cannot even estimate how much force would be required to make it possible. Therefore, our conclusion is that it is impossible to comply with the Empire's demands. If we commit a large force and resources and then fail spectacularly, we will be unable to respond to the Great Calamity, which is expected in six months."

"The hypothesis of the Great Calamity, as just explained, is grave. We believe the appropriate response is to refine this hypothesis in more detail and urge the Empire to reconsider," Yeverg said. The King affirmed the words of his most trusted civil and military minister with a nod. Indeed, since the Empire was also predicted to be affected, there was a good chance of reaching a compromise. But how much extra time would that take? Deciding on what to tell the Empire, dispatching envoys, and waiting for their return. It might even require several round trips. Do we have that time? No, even if we did, it would put further burden on Alfina... Remembering Alfina's pale cheek as she lay in bed, I clenched my back teeth.

"It is Ricardo we are speaking of. Do you not have some plan?" It was Craig who said this. I bravely lifted my head and looked at the King and Prince, and the three senior ministers. I had to overturn their sensible conclusion and break through the Empire's unreasonable demand. If I did not, my objective could not be achieved.

"I propose breaking through the Flying Dragon Territory with a small unit," I said. As I had said at the beginning, speed was paramount, above all else. That was my policy. Then I would simply follow it.
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			"A breakthrough in Heyleight territory with a small unit, you say. That’s utterly impossible… Explain yourself."

Marquis Tembelg, who had risen to his feet, somehow softened his tone midway through his sentence.

"Yes. The Empire’s demand is not the subjugation of the Heyleights, but to reach Maldras via a specified route. In that case, this method is rational, both in terms of cost and speed, and in limiting the damage in the worst-case scenario."

I replied.

"Naturally, it won’t be just an ordinary unit."

"Yes. I believe a cavalry unit using the sorcery staves captured from the Empire would be good."

Those sorcery staves do not unleash power by energizing hot air. Since there is almost no recoil, they should be usable even on horseback. A cavalry unit equipped with ranged weapons, on Earth, they would be called dragoons. However, we cannot call them that here, as this world truly has units that ride dragons.

"Nonsense, those cannot be turned into a combat force. Even if all the knight order members tried, only a few could activate them, and then only imperfectly. …You’re not going to tell me that you’ve already completely analyzed the Empire’s sorcery, are you?"

At Marquis Tembelg’s words, I felt the Chancellor’s and the King’s eyes gleam.

"No, we have not yet been able to tamper with the sorcery staves themselves. However, through the research on magic spectrums that I reported earlier, we have found a way to purify the magic power from magic crystals. In Princess Maytyl’s expert opinion, it is possible to simplify both magic power efficiency and control."

"What?! When did this happen…?"

"Even so, whether they can be used depends on one’s aptitude. The number of people who can use them will be limited. While I mentioned a small number, it is also true that we are forced to limit it to a small number."

"Hmm. So much has been accomplished already…"

Prince Craig and Marquis Tembelg exchanged glances. This was where someone should have interjected with something like, "That’s just a pipe dream!" I myself had no guarantee that we could achieve that much in the short time remaining. It was a desperate statement. From the perspective of self-preservation, it was an outrageous exaggeration.

"The calamity is the arrival of flying dragons. In that case, would it not be appropriate to conserve such weapons as much as possible?"

Marquis Tembelg said. While it was troubling if my exaggeration was taken as fact, what he said was reasonable. To truly prevent the absolute worst, that was indeed the case.

"Especially, our reserves of magic crystals are unreliable. Were not sorcery staves supposed to be used in large quantities?"

The Chancellor raised a question.

"From the measurement results of the Tuvil Mountain magic vein, a small vent spouting high-concentration magic power was found. We have discovered that using it, it is possible to replenish the magic power in empty magic crystals."

Fulsy said.

"Such research, I have not received any report about it…"

Grynisias glared at Fulsy.

"It was a complete coincidence. A phenomenon was discovered where the spectrum analyzer could restore normal magic crystals using magic power from crimson magic crystals. Of course, there is no meaning in replenishing normal magic crystals with precious crimson ones. However, in a place where magic power of a similar quality to crimson magic crystals is spouting, magic crystals can likewise be reused."

In reality, it was only about 60% of a fully charged magic crystal, and it took time. However, according to Princess Maytyl, if magic power from the vent was directly applied, it took even longer, and only about 40% could be restored at best. Purifying the magic power and supplying it was a crucial improvement in efficiency.

That was the reason Princess Maytyl told them to investigate Tuvil Mountain. It seems there were remnants of facilities installed by the Empire around the vent.

In any case, a small unit, improved efficiency of sorcery staves, and a means to replenish magic crystals. This meant that resources for a unit of the size we desired could be secured.

At our explanation, the influential figures pondered.

"A drastic improvement in sorcery staves, and replenishment of magic crystals. Our nation’s sorcery has progressed considerably without our knowing."

The King said. A loose interpretation would be, "As expected of our nation’s great sage. So dependable," perhaps?

No way! This felt more like, "The King is surprised that preparations for a rebellion have progressed this far." Cold sweat ran down my forehead. Sweat soaked into the paper where I rested my clasped hands.

"Though the discovery was accidental, all of this research was conducted under this old man’s responsibility."

I tried to make an excuse, but Fulsy bowed his head as if offering his neck to the guillotine. The King silently observed his wrinkled neck. No one could speak.

"…Now that you mention it, you said before that you couldn’t fight against the tide of old age, didn’t you? It can’t be helped if an old man’s forgetfulness increases."

After a moment of silence, the King said.

"Ahem. I understand the explanation, but it is an unknown territory where Heyleight flocks dance. There is no guarantee that we can break through it, is there?"

Grynisias said.

"Yes, this method merely has the highest expected value. However…"

I bowed my head towards the King.

"Even with a small unit, people are needed to handle miscellaneous tasks and transport during the march. I volunteer as one of those menial workers."

If I was to take this level of risk, the only collateral I could offer was my own life. For my part, I would prioritize speed this time.

"Yeverg."

Into my bowed ear, I heard the name of the duke in charge of foreign affairs.

"I omitted it earlier, but the Empire’s demand stated that the person in charge of the new city must also accompany the group."

"…"

My participation had been decided, regardless of my resolve. "You should have said so from the start!" I inwardly retorted.

"…I bestow upon Ricardo Vinder the qualification of a royal envoy."

The King himself declared it. I had many things I wanted to say, but it meant our proposal had passed, and being present at negotiations, it was a necessary title.

"That being the case, next is the commander of that unit."

At this point, I could only hope for Prince Craig’s choice of personnel. In the first place, it would be limited to people who could use the improved sorcery staves and cartridges.

"In that case, I shall command that unit."

What, that’s not good. At the words spoken suddenly, I doubted my ears. The one who stood up was the next king of this country.

Not only I, but everyone, directed an impolite gaze at him, as if asking, "What is this guy saying?"

"If we adopt the previous hypothesis regarding the calamity, this is not a situation where we can hesitate about danger."

Prince Craig said.

"Your Royal Highness, the Crown Prince. The dangers of Heyleight territory are certainly a concern. But if the Empire has some vile scheme…"

Grynisias admonished him. Naturally, thinking logically, the King and the Crown Prince should be in different locations until the calamity is resolved.

In the history of my previous life, there were even cases where a rebellion occurred when both the ruler and the successor were in Kyoto at the same time, and both were overthrown.

And what if the Second Prince returned after that? That guy would surely cause as much trouble as a combination of Nobukatsu and Nobutaka.

"The Empire’s representative is Prince Dagobard. In that case, this demand means to directly demonstrate our strength. I have judged that there is no hidden agenda in this."

Prince Craig said it as if it were nothing. If I recalled correctly, Dagobard had been a prisoner under Prince Craig.

"However, in the worst-case scenario, we would be caught between the Heyleights and the Empire…"

I tried to object.

"Ricardo. Speed is important, isn’t it? If I go, we can significantly shorten the negotiation process."

Having my own strategy turned against me, I fell silent. In terms of speed, he was absolutely right. With Prince Craig and Dagobard, it would essentially be top-level diplomacy. The advantage of being able to make immediate decisions was far too great.

After that, leaving Fulsy and me aside, Grynisias and Marquis Tembelg continued trying to persuade Prince Craig to change his mind. The King did not stop them. Did he, after all, possess knowledge of the great calamity 400 years ago?

"Anything else?"

Grynisias said with a tired face, having failed in his persuasion. My responsibility had also grown almost infinitely, but it couldn’t be helped.

"There is one more thing. Information gathering for the prophesied calamity will naturally continue, won’t it?"

"…Naturally."

Grynisias said with a slightly pained expression.

"For Princess Alfina to gather information about the calamity, there is an effective method other than using the crystal."

I presented the list of candidate cities that Luiza and others had created. It was a list in order of population, with locations that Princess Alfina had been able to confirm from her visions on the left, and those that she had not on the right.

"The ones on the right are cities where the calamity’s arrival has not been confirmed. It is extremely important whether these cities are indicated in the prophecy, isn’t it? To confirm, I believe it is best for Princess Alfina to go to these cities herself and confirm with her own eyes if they match the crystal’s images."

While keeping Princess Alfina away from the crystal, we could obtain effective information about the candidate locations for the calamity. It was the same as when Princess Alfina forcefully came with me during the first prophecy to confirm the state of the village.

"Whether these cities will be struck by the calamity or not is crucial information indeed."

Grynisias nodded in agreement. Marquis Tembelg nodded, his temple twitching. After all, the center of your territory was also quite high up on the right side of the list. I didn’t manipulate it, you know. …Though I don’t know what Luiza was thinking.

In the first place, since it was certain that the Royal Capital was the target of the calamity, selecting candidate locations for relocating capital functions in case of emergency was essential. If the relocation destination was already destroyed, or if it was attacked after relocation, that would be useless.

"I permit that policy."

Grynisias said after confirming the King’s expression. Good, with this, I could keep Princess Alfina isolated from that hateful purple light for a while.

A bridge that balanced Princess Alfina’s safety and countermeasures against the calamity had been built. It was thin and unreliable, but a bridge was still a bridge.

However, for some reason, my path to self-preservation led to the exact opposite side, straight into Heyleight territory. This was an act of God, I supposed. It wasn’t that I failed to protect myself. It was the Empire’s fault for making such an unreasonable demand.

Right, as for us, let’s use that to our advantage and advance the situation as quickly as possible. I felt that "all’s well that ends well" was the complete opposite concept of self-preservation, but it couldn’t be helped.

All that remained was how much those sorcery staves could be improved.
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			I had come to the Anti-Monster Knight Order's training grounds with Maytyl and the others. Even with the change in the commander's position, the unpretentious and robust atmosphere seemed unchanged. If there was any change, it was perhaps the silver-edged kingdom flag proudly displayed beside the unit's banner.

"It's been a while since I felt this. ...Ricardo-san, prepare yourself!!"

Maytyl, holding a golden tube, pointed its tip at me.

"Maytyl-denka. Depending on your attitude towards your senior, I might not be able to cooperate, you know..."

Mia said dispassionately to Maytyl.

"J-just kidding. See?"

Maytyl, flustered, opened the hand that had been gripping the sorcery staff. Her palm was covered in IG-1.

"It's fine if it's me, but don't you dare do the same thing to the Crown Prince-denka."

"Oh, so it's fine if it's Ricardo-san."

Maytyl burst into a smile, as if she found something amusing.

"Senpai completely believed that was a joke just now, didn't he? While I haven't been able to show my face here much, he's really gotten quite..."

"...How are the preparations on your end?"

I averted my gaze from Mia, who was glaring at me.

"............They're ready. Here you go, Denka."

Noel handed over a silver, hexagonal object. Made of sorcery silver, it had a hole the same size as a sorcery staff. Inside, there were glass vials containing two types of magic catalyst solutions, and an indentation for a Magic Crystal. This was an attachment for a sorcery staff, which we called a cartridge. Maytyl connected it to the back of the sorcery staff.

A *kacha* sound was heard, and light connected from the simple geometric patterns engraved on the cartridge's surface to the complex patterns on the sorcery staff.

"Are the preparations complete?"

Prince Craig arrived with Fulsy, accompanied by a large group of over twenty knights. The armor of the Anti-Monster Knight Order and the First Knight Order were mixed amongst them. These were individuals who had shown even a slight aptitude for using sorcery staffs. Of course, it was incomplete. According to Prince Craig, they could barely activate it, not even enough to serve as a flint.

"You've arrived then. Well then, let's begin testing the prototype."

Maytyl pointed the tip of her staff at the prepared target.

Maytyl aimed the sorcery staff towards the target. A *kiiin* ringing sound filled the air, and the surrounding temperature noticeably dropped. The sorcery staff was selecting ambient gas molecules, concentrating only those with high energy. It felt slightly stronger than when I saw it last in Kurtheite...

*Hyun!* ............*Gah, gaaaaan!!*

A sorcery gold armor, a hundred meters away, was blasted back. The smoking armor tumbled with a *garagara* sound. The wide-eyed knights, startled when the armor stopped, instantly surrounded their lord. Maytyl, seeing this, shrugged her shoulders and lowered the tip of her staff.

"The power has only slightly increased, but the magic power required has been halved, and the activation time significantly reduced. With practice, the range can be extended a bit more. It's an astonishing effect."

Maytyl said this while removing the smoking cartridge.

"More importantly..."

She was *nigi nigi*-ing her hands, probably confirming that the Magic Seal carved into her hand was no longer necessary.

"I thank you for your cooperation, Maytyl-denka."

Prince Craig approached, showing no signs of fear.

"Oh dear. If Ricardo-san and the others were on my side, I could do anything with just my own forces to the kingdom."

Without a care for the hardening gazes of the knights around Prince Craig, Maytyl spoke her mind.

"Hahaha. If that were the case, I would probably be a prisoner by now."

"Exactly."

Stop it, only the two of you seem to be having fun. Everyone else, including me, is enduring the tension. Mia barely shows any emotion, but Noel is having a hard time.

"The sorcery staff itself is unchanged, which means this is the secret, isn't it?"

"Y-yes. Since it's made of sorcery silver, it can be produced relatively efficiently using sorcery gold molds."

Noel explained the cartridge, her face pale. It was typical of her to try and push all the credit onto Fulsy, Maytyl, and Mia. It was a completely futile effort. At this point, Noel was the most indispensable person for its production.

"With Noel here, the future of the kingdom's sorcery is secure. I'll be counting on you, future Chief Court Sorcerer-dono."

"*H-h-!* ............Such overly generous words are undeserved... for me."

I wanted to tell him not to tease her so much, but even so, it was an underestimation. The Screaming Flame's fundamental technology, the manipulation of air molecule entropy, had terrifying applicability.

"Oh, this is amazing." "It flew, look!"

Like children who had just received their first toy guns, the knights were test-firing the sorcery staffs. Compared to Maytyl, they were still unreliable, but they were starting to look the part.

"As Marquis Tembelg feared, we cannot take all the individuals who could serve as a trump card for the Great Calamity's monster countermeasures. Half is probably the best we can do."

Prince Craig said.

"And the Crown Prince-denka himself will be venturing into monster territory with such a small number?"

"What, Ricardo-san will be accompanying us. Things will work out somehow. At least it's better than sitting back and waiting for the monster horde."

"I have no objection to the latter part."

I intend to make further improvements based on the data from this test firing. I glanced at Maytyl and the others.

"Hmm. By the way, there's one crucial problem remaining..."

Prince Craig made a rare, hesitant expression. A problem? Well, problems were piling up, but for Prince Craig to make such a serious face...

"Regarding this matter, what did Alfina-san say?"

"Huh?"

I was caught off guard.

"....W-well, Alfina-sama is likely busy with pilgrimage preparations."

I instinctively looked away.

"............This is merely a general observation, mind you. But for a knight heading to the battlefield, a conversation with their partner before deployment is said to be extremely important."

Prince Craig said. I suppose that's true. At least, it wouldn't be comparable to a calamity or a Heyleight. Of course, it *is* important to me, but...

"I-I'll do my best."

"Mm. As the commander of this unit, I have given you my advice."

I managed to respond that way. ...Wait, he's acting as if he's done something incredibly significant. Isn't your own marriage problem the most important thing, Crown Prince?

◇◇

"So, you see. By linking the Magic Seals here and here..."

"In that case, we synchronize the circuits and make them loop here."

"Wait, why would that happen? Or rather..."

"A circuit is merely a connection of elements, meaning... and... are linked by lines. Their relationship, abstractly..."

"............If that's possible, it would be amazing. There's a possibility we could break through the limits of sorcerers' control, which have existed until now..."

"Um, to achieve that, the precision of the circuit..."

We returned to the lab. Maytyl, Mia, and Noel were discussing in front of the cartridge and sorcery staff. Maytyl claimed that further improvements should be possible.

The three's conversation was already beyond my comprehension. Probably, Maytyl was explaining the specific operations of the circuit, Mia was interpreting it mathematically (topologically), and Maytyl was proposing improvements. ...Noel, who needed to consider the actual manufacturing of the circuits, was getting a stomachache.

"What exactly are Magic Seals in the first place? I sort of understand lines and switches, but what are these characters or patterns that make up most of it? How is something as bizarrely complex as manipulating gas molecules actually achieved, anyway...?"

I asked the three of them. The diagrams spread out before me were densely covered with patterns resembling Sanskrit characters.

It was a mechanism performing the absurd feat of manipulating the entropy of air molecules. It was a technology that could create anything, from air conditioners and engines to refrigerators.

If the users themselves didn't fully understand it, I had always wondered how it had been developed.

"............" "............" "I don't understand the intent of your question."

The two fell silent. Maytyl said.

"There's no 'intent' to it, I just don't understand it at all, so I'm asking you to explain it. I think you know this, but I can't use magic power."

I said.

"...That's right."

Noel said, as if suddenly remembering.

"That's true, everything from wavelength measurement to magic catalysts started with Ricardo-san's preparations."

Maytyl also sighed. Then, she pointed to the enlarged diagram spread out on the desk.

"These patterns. Magic Seals weren't invented by humans. Originally, they are patterns found on the bodies of various magical beasts."

In other words, patterns that magical beasts, living by using magic power, created through evolution. For example, are humans connecting these patterns, like the manipulation of air molecules, by referencing their effects? In a sense, it's a biomimicry technology.

"Especially this Magic Seal, which forms the core technique of the Screaming Flame, has patterns similar to various magical beasts. For example, the wings of a Heyleight."

Maytyl pointed to a spiral-like pattern.

"Ah, I see. A gliding Heyleight would possess a magic power circuit for manipulating air currents, wouldn't it...?"

If it could sort high-density air beneath its wings and low-density air above them, a Heyleight could easily ascend. This is the same principle that aircraft achieve with the shape of their wings.

"....Say, really...? Oh well. By the way, the patterns carved into the reins used to control Horse-Dragons, originally belong to a parasitic magical beast found on Horse-Dragons."

Maytyl drew a diagram of a creature resembling a copepod clinging to a fish. It was a creature with two spring-like protrusions. "I see..."

"So, humans arranged the Magic Seals originating from magical beasts, each with its own effect, as a program... or a circuit, to create this?"

In programming terms, it's like having a function library where only the effects are known, and then calling upon those functions. Naturally, the contents of the functions are a black box.

Is it like inputting on/off commands and parameters using lines and switches? Just thinking about it gives me a headache. Sorcerers can probably sense the flow of magic power intuitively to some extent, but don't the circuits get tangled?

"In that case, the more complex it gets, the harder it must be for the designers, right? It must become spaghetti code."

"Spaghetti code?"

"You know, like those brown soba noodles, don't the circuits get tangled, and the designers' minds get tangled along with them?"

"You put that well. So, is there a way to solve it?"

Maytyl asked me with a serious expression. She spoke as if it were a given that I would know something.

Even in my previous world, as programs grew in size, the code became so complex that it was beyond the comprehension of the programmers, not just the computers. Therefore, the problem became making the programmers understand the program, rather than the computer chips.

For that reason, programs were structured to be understandable by humans. Functionization was one such method. So, what's next...?

"The concept of Object-Oriented programming might be useful."

"Object-Oriented programming?"

"Ah, u-uh, I'm not too confident about this myself. It's a way to manage these functions... or patterns, and the parameters input into them, as a set... Yes, it's like managing them by combining parts."

Now, how should I explain it? When I first heard about it in my previous life, I imagined an RPG game program.
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			Here, a swordsman and a wizard are attacking a monster. While such things do exist in this world in a certain sense, what I am picturing right now is strictly from a game.

First, let us consider a simple swordsman. A swordsman deals damage to a monster by combining their physical strength and their weapon's attack power. For simplicity, let us say their physical strength is 10, and the attack power of the weapon they wield, a longsword, is 10. The monster's HP will be 100. We will not consider defense.

Programming this straightforwardly would look like this.

============================================

10 + 10 = 20: Damage calculation

100 - 20 = 80: Monster's remaining HP

============================================

This is difficult for someone writing a program to understand. This is because the meaning of each number and equation is not intuitively clear. Moreover, the same equation must be written for every combat encounter.

Suppose the swordsman changes their equipment to a greatsword with 15 attack power, or if a "Skill Attack Power +10 Percent" ability needs to be incorporated, it would be a disaster. The room for errors to creep in is infinitely large.

This is where we use functions. We define a function called "Weapon Attack."

============================================

Function: Weapon Attack (Weapon Name) (Physical Strength)

Damage = Weapon's Attack Power + Physical Strength

Monster's HP - Damage

============================================

A swordsman's attack would then call this function.

============================================

Weapon Attack (Longsword) (Physical Strength) = 80: Monster's remaining HP

============================================

We separate the process of damage calculation as a function. For the programmer, it becomes clear what is happening. No matter how many attacks are performed, the calculation does not need to be done repeatedly. Furthermore, even if a skill is added, modifying the function will reflect it in all instances.

Next, for the wizard. Similarly, we define a function called "Magic Attack."

============================================

Function: Weapon Attack (Magic Name) (Intelligence)

Damage = Magic Attack Power + Intelligence

Deal Damage

============================================

Combat would be programmed in this way.

============================================

Monster's HP - Weapon Attack (Longsword) (Physical Strength)

Monster's HP - Magic Attack (Fireball) (Intelligence)

============================================

Up to this point, this is something that sorcery already accomplishes. However, even this has its limits. There is the risk of incorrectly inputting data such as physical strength or intelligence, or weapons and spells. Furthermore, errors can creep in, such as a warrior trying to use magic, or a wizard attempting to strike with a staff.

To avoid that, the concept of Object-Oriented Programming is to package functions and their necessary parameters as if they were the characters themselves. Abstract calculations are treated as if they were tangible entities, objects.

"Simply put, functions. We treat not only the magic seals, but also the parameters entered into the magic seals, and even the basics of how they are called, as a single unit," I said.

Maytyl tilted her head.

============================================

Object: Warrior

Name: Female Knight

HP: 100

Physical Strength: 10

Equipped Weapon: Longsword

Function: Weapon Attack

Function: Line "Kuh, kill me."

============================================

============================================

Object: Monster

Name: Orc

HP: 150

Physical Strength: 15

Equipped Weapon: Club

Function: Weapon Attack

Function: Capture

============================================

============================================

Female Knight's Attack

Orc's Attack

... ...

Female Knight "Kuh, kill me."

============================================

Ultimately, these two objects will autonomously engage in combat. They can balance commonality and individuality until the Orc wins and the Female Knight says, "Kuh, kill me."

Whether a character levels up and their attack power increases, or the weapon they use powers up, it will be automatically reflected.

"I think I am starting to understand a little. It is less like creating blueprints and more like giving instructions to a human organization, is it not?"

"Yes, that is exactly it. If previous sorcery designs were like a single artisan working with a combination of many tools, functions, then this is like forming a team of carpenters, blacksmiths, and textile workers to build a carriage."

"...For example, the purchase of each material is spontaneously carried out by the necessary person at the necessary time, correct?"

"Exactly. You delegate authority to the artisans. Within the scope of that authority, superiors do not interfere unnecessarily. Your understanding is remarkably quick, as expected."

"...That last part stings a bit, I must say. Well, I have noticed many things since coming here, but..."

For some reason, Maytyl became shy.

Putting that aside, Maytyl, who had been at the top of an organization, understood quickly. The larger an organization grows, the exponentially more decisions there are to be made. Naturally, a single leader cannot make all decisions. Ultimately, the ideal is for the leader to determine the objective and decide who to entrust with the necessary tasks.

Even if there are ten projects, it only requires ten decisions, namely appointing a manager for each. If a problem arises in a project, you only need to speak with that project's manager. That is, if you think of it simply, of course. In fact, in my previous world, this was applied to things like visualizing management through something called business process modeling.

The difficulty of difficult things is not that they are inherently difficult. Much of it simply lies in exceeding the capacity of the human brain.

"An ingenuity for the designer, not for sorcery itself... But does that not create a lot of waste? In terms of efficient magic power usage, it would be a negative, right?"

Maytyl realized the problem. In terms of magic power efficiency, there is a lot of overhead.

"Yes, such waste will occur. However, even taking that into account, if the scale of sorcery exceeds a certain point, this method becomes more efficient. With this method, individual parts can be standardized, and even more, they can be made abstract."

This is the concept of a base object.

It can be designed in the form of a base and its derivations, much like the classification of animals. For example, if we consider that all characters, whether a Female Knight or an Ogre, have HP,

============================================

Base Object: Creature

Name: X

HP: X

============================================

A base object can also be set up in a form like this. Individual objects inherit this and are derived by adding functions, skills. This can be used for job systems, monster types, and so on. Furthermore, if objects like weapons or spells are created, similar applications are possible.

If objects can hold other objects as elements, a nested structure also becomes possible. A warrior can hold a specific weapon object as their weapon. Special effects possessed by the weapon, for example, can be handled by the weapon itself. The user simply commands the weapon, "Activate effect," and a flaming sword will burn the opponent, while an ice sword will freeze them.

The management of the types and quantities of objects that can be held can be done within the warrior object. This way, restrictions like a warrior not being able to use magic can be naturally designed. Of course, it is also possible to have certain skills maintained exceptionally, for example, "Status Open."

"At the scale of the Infernal Flame... Hmm, isn't this exactly the kind of thinking suitable for the parallelization Mia was just talking about? If you bundle not only the magic seals but also the numerical values associated with them, the ease of parallelization increases. Hmm, with this way of thinking, it is even conceivable to abstract the concept of parallelization itself and incorporate it into the sorcery process."

"Ah, in fact, abstract processes can also be designed. For example, a method where only the basic parts of magic power supply, computation, and activation are made common, and the individual contents are derived to match each specific sorcery."

"I see, the flow is the same for all sorcery."

"Furthermore, since designs can be separated one by one, it has a significant effect in designs at a level involving multiple people."

"It might seem roundabout at first glance, but if we think of it this way, we can design magic of an unprecedented scale. Combined with the miniaturization of magic circuits, even overhead can be absorbed. Even just the efficiency of designing on paper has meaning. Specifically!!"

Maytyl looked at me, her eyes sparkling.

"...No, but that is where I absolutely cannot help any further."

"Wait a moment. How exactly do you achieve this separation of functions?"

I desperately gathered my knowledge to answer Maytyl's demand.

"...Rather than consolidating them closely in terms of design, it is about organizing their respective communications. Specifically, you set access permissions, designating areas only for inside the object, distinct from the whole. This way, to use a human organization analogy, the detrimental effect of 'a superior's interference' physically does not occur."

"Ricardo, you should be a bit more blessed with subordinates... Well, never mind. Mia, Noel. Let us consider how we can apply what we just discussed. Access, in circuits, is ultimately about the connection of lines, but..."

"It is the multi-layering of circuit wiring. We would hierarchize the circuits on the design schematic, and use separate layers for processing within objects and for interactions between objects," Mia said.

"Multi-layered circuits... But that is still in the realm of possibility..." Noel shrieked.

The increasingly heated discussion quickly surpassed my comprehension. Well, for magic power to flow, it does not need a closed circuit, but rather space around it.

"We will add new circuits using the method Ricardo described. We cannot change the original circuits as they are right now, but, for example, aiming is the final process, so it is suitable for being added as an attachment, much like a cartridge. Full-scale application will be a topic for next time," Maytyl said.

"That is significant. After all, our knights here still have not mastered the Infernal Flame."

"Yes, so we will concentrate on improving that."

"I see, as someone who will be entrusting my life to it, that is very welcome news."

"N-no, it is not like that. I am merely considering the feasibility as a sorcerer... Well, it is also true that if Ricardo were to depart at some strange point, my research would also stagnate. That is right, I have a proposal. I want you to convey it to Prince Craig. Me and..."

Maytyl began to say something outrageous.

"No, no, that is certainly..."

"Oh, but speed is our top priority, is it not?"

***

"It seems like we can make it work."

I said to Mia in the carriage on the way back to the Grand Duke's residence.

"Yes. ...Speaking of which..."

"What is it? If it is about the parallelization we just discussed, it is already beyond my understanding. Even if Mia were to explain it, I probably would not understand..."

"No, not about sorcery..."

"Is there some problem regarding Vinder?"

"No..."

Unusually, Mia stammered.

"Regarding this matter, have you spoken properly with Alfina-sama?"

"............"

At Mia's question, she who lived with both me and Alfina, I fell silent.
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			Episode 12: Landing

			Facing south, a crescent-shaped hill jutted out into the great river. At its foot, I gazed at the hazy opposite bank. It forced me to acknowledge the distance from the country where I was born and raised.

A single Kingdom flag stood atop the hill. It was a declaration that this place, the planned site of a new city, was Kingdom territory. Even though it was unclaimed land, as a citizen of the Kingdom, and considering the new city planned to be built here in the future, it evoked deep feelings. However, thinking about what lay ahead, I had no leeway to innocently shout, "Long live the Kingdom."

Looking closely, weathered fortifications remained in places on the hill. The lower parts had been eroded by the river. They must have been quite old.

So far, everything had gone smoothly. We boarded a boat a little west of the wyvern territory that jutted into Kingdom land, then rode the downstream current, cutting diagonally across the great river. Partly because the time was short, we avoided a battle with wyverns on the water. We must have been lucky.

Incidentally, we were supposed to have conducted drills in the wyvern territory that extended into Kingdom land. Wyverns, which usually made an appearance in small numbers each year, did not come even after we waited. This was a cause for concern.

I looked at the distant opposite bank once more. From there, further south lay the Royal Capital. ...She must be heading even further south. And I was now heading north...

There was no particular problem. I would separate Alfina from the crystal, and I would do what was necessary for the disaster hypothesis. The increasing distance had a clear meaning and benefit.

"Fabius-kakka, please give me some work as well..."

Shaking off the fuzziness in my heart, I went around the hill. I spoke to the old knight, no, the old baron, who was managing the baggage train. He was in charge of the transport for this unit. As someone useless in combat, I intended to be his subordinate until we reached Maldras.

"Special Envoy-dono. Please be dignified."

"But Baron-kakka, even you are..."

I said to Fabius, who was loading the cargo unloaded from the ship onto horses with his subordinates.

"I was never one for titles like Baron, you see."

Fabius laughed, his face full of wrinkles. In that case, I thought my "Special Envoy-dono is not my style" argument would win, but...

"Oh dear, my wife called me a swindler for the first time in ages."

"Called a swindler?"

I recalled his elegant, white-haired wife and his son's couple, who had seen Fabius off before we departed. She was an old woman who must have been quite beautiful in her youth.

"Hah hah hah, truth be told, I fell head over heels for my wife when she was a 'flower on a tall peak' in my youth. I was so audacious in my youth that I told her I would surely obtain a noble title someday, and that's how I managed to win her over. Thanks to that, she'd tell me I tricked her every chance she got after we married. Well, that stopped after our son was born, you see. But now that things have come to this, it seems to have brought it all back to her."

"That's quite the story..."

As someone who had heard his wife tell him, "Why don't you decline the title and retire?", I couldn't help but feel responsible for getting him involved.

"Special Envoy-dono, you too had a flower in each hand before departure, didn't you?"

"No, those were just colleagues from work, I'd say..."

"Oh, that's right. Special Envoy-dono's 'flower on a tall peak' is far beyond my own situation... No, no, considering Special Envoy-dono's past achievements, perhaps that's rude of me to say."

*chiku ri* My chest gave a sharp pang. Alfina, whom I had tried not to think about, flashed through my mind. Her sad face, just as it had been when we last met at the Grand Duke's residence, lingered.

◇◇

"Ricardo-kun!"

A voice called out, stopping me in the corridor of the Grand Duke's residence. I heard the *pata pata* sound of hurried footsteps approaching. I slowly turned around. My heart fluttered slightly at her unique way of calling me "Ricardo-kun," and her firm, hurried footsteps towards me reassured me. At the same time, I felt troubled by the desperate expression on her face.

"Still, I cannot agree. Why must Ricardo-kun always be the one to go to dangerous places? As the Oracle Princess, I should be heading to the safe south..."

Alfina pleaded with me. To identify the disaster zone, or more precisely, to find a place that wouldn't be affected, Alfina was first heading south under the guise of a pilgrimage.

"It's not about safety or anything like that, Alfina-sama. It's an important duty that only you can fulfill."

I said it as gently as possible. It was the truth. Alfina had no need to feel guilty. Alfina shook her head.

"More than about me, it's about Ricardo-kun. Haven't you, Ricardo-kun, already worked more than enough for the prophecy? If Ricardo-kun hadn't been here, the disaster would have caused significant damage countless times. Yet again, you are..."

Alfina's words made me feel guilty. Much of what I had done was only possible because I possessed knowledge from Earth, after all. And Alfina being by my side, worrying about me so much, if you get to the root of it... And I took advantage of that...

No, I should calmly persuade her here. The intelligent Alfina should understand if I explained it properly.

"...Building a new city across the river is my dream, after all. In that sense, it's like killing two birds with one stone, you could say. Well, you could say it's a business trip for the Vinder Company with a national escort."

I listed my own benefits.

"It's because I got you involved. Yes, Ricardo-kun, won't you come with me? Because I wish for it."

Ignoring my words, Alfina took my hand. Feeling the softness and warmth of her hand, her self-contained words bothered me a little.

I no longer had a single shred of regret about getting involved with Alfina. I was relieved that even if imperfectly, I had been able to take steps to protect her this time too. After all, the person I wanted to protect most was the girl right in front of me, and this was a matter of my own will.

"It will be alright. After all, Prince Craig-denka is coming along too."

Still, I tried to soothe Alfina.

"...That's not what I mean."

Alfina lowered her face. It was an uncharacteristic way for her to speak. Did it mean my words weren't getting through? Silence enveloped the corridor. Claudia and Luiza, who were behind Alfina, didn't approach at all.

"............I..."

"Alfina-sama?"

"I said it's dangerous for me. Don't my words reach you, Ricardo-kun? If I can't even protect the person I want to protect most, and instead put them in danger, then what am I for..."

Tears welled up in Alfina's raised eyes. At an expression I had never seen before, I was inadvertently unsettled.

No, this was different from before. I wasn't wrong. Even Alfina must understand. I was needed. Besides, there was no way to stop now, not after getting even Prince Craig involved.

First and foremost, if I did that, I wouldn't be able to protect the person I cared about most. Unspoken words swirled within the cage of my heart. I clenched my fist.

"...It will be alright. Princess Maytyl-denka is coming with us too, after all."

Barely suppressing my true feelings, I tried to reassure her. Alfina's work, traveling through several cities, was certainly not easy. Searching for a safe zone from the disaster, if one even existed, must be an enormous pressure.

"*gasp*............That's enough."

I could only silently watch Alfina shake her head with a sad expression. It was only after I returned to my room that I realized I had had an argument with her.

◇◇

A little distance from the knight order, I headed towards a group of people who were sending cynical glances at the Kingdom flag fluttering atop the hill.

"Should I say, 'Welcome to this side of the river'? Or should it be, 'Excuse us for intruding on Ricardo's future land'?"

Maytyl, who spotted me, said cynically. Behind her stood the three sorcerers who had been the last remaining prisoners.

"...What's wrong? Why are you looking at me with such a strange face?"

I couldn't help but stare intently at Maytyl. It was because of the commotion before departure that I had just been recalling.

"No, I was just thinking how well it went."

I was grateful that she had come along. She was experienced in fighting wyverns, and an expert in magic staves. Both before our departure and during our journey here, she had overseen training with the improved magic staves alongside the remaining few prisoners. Though Prince Craig was also something else for allowing it.

"I appreciate your cooperation."

"*Hmph*. You people have never even fought wyverns, so it can't be helped, can it? Well, don't expect too much. This is our first time setting foot here too, after all."

Maytyl's face turned displeased.

"Special Envoy-dono. His Highness is calling you."

Hyde came to call me.

"Sorry to have kept you waiting."

"You've arrived, Ricardo. Look, isn't it quite a sight?"

When I ascended the hill, Prince Craig was looking far to the north. It was the complete opposite of me, who had been regretfully looking south until just now. The wyvern territory spreading before our eyes was a triangular plain. To the west lay the mountainous Imperial territory, to the east, the Blood Mountains, and to the south, the great river.

To the north, at the very back of the triangular plain, a single isolated mountain could be seen. At its base, there should be a city that was destroyed in a great disaster 400 years ago. Our final destination was far away.

To the northwest, a continuous mountain range and a small gap could be seen. Beyond that, probably lay Lisabet's Maldras. That was our immediate destination.

"We have confirmed a group of what appear to be wyverns approaching us."

One of the knights reported. Looking where he pointed, three groups of wyverns were approaching. It seemed they had noticed the humans who had trespassed into their territory, or rather, a herd of mammals that had come to their feeding ground. So, it's finally happening... I looked at the magic staves in the hands of the gathering knights.

"Shall we begin the preliminary skirmish?"

Prince Craig said to the assembled knights. Maytyl and her group also lined up beside them. All of them held golden magic staves. Two parts were attached to each magic staff. A cartridge was at the back of the staff, and a cylindrical attachment was near the tip. Furthermore, several spare cartridges hung around their necks.

Unlike the captain, the knights had tense expressions. That was to be expected, as the enemy outnumbered them, exceeding twenty creatures. At this point, they were more numerous than our combatants. They had been like sesame seeds just moments ago, but now their winged dragon-like forms were discernible. Their approach speed was astonishingly fast.

Their formation was so orderly that it could be called a squadron rather than a mere flock. Each individual group was a triangle, and these were further arranged into a larger triangle. For creatures related to lizards, they were remarkably well-organized.

"Now is the time to test its power. They have come all this way to us from afar. If we struggle at this distance, we can't even dream of pushing through."

Prince Craig raised his own magic staff. His confident bearing alone raised everyone's morale. Indeed, we had made all the preparations we could.

"The Knight Corps will handle the front. The Sorcerer Corps will guard against flanking attacks."

The adjutant issued orders. I rejoined Fabius and his group, who were being protected by the Knight Corps and Sorcerer Corps. Fabius handed me a small pot. It contained the Magic Inhibitor [IG-1]. It was only slightly better than nothing, but it couldn't be helped.

"Sorry to be selfish, but this is our land now."

Towards the leading wyvern, which had begun to descend, I uttered a line that felt like a symbol of human arrogance.
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			The horse-dragon’s two legs kicked off from the rock. It climbed the slope, scattering stone fragments, then leaped over a ledge and landed on a slab of rock with a commanding view. The vista opened up, and the scent of grass reached them.

This was a mountain on the eastern edge of Mardrass, the very limit of what could barely be called human territory. With his subordinates following behind him, Dagobard looked down upon the plains stretching to the east.

Smoke rose from the flatlands, a place where humans were not supposed to set foot. Following the smoke with his eyes, he saw a group on horseback. Countless flying lizards danced in the sky above them.

Looking closer, he could see several people in familiar robes. All told, there were only about thirty of them. It was an impossibly small number. The logical assumption was that they must have lost most of their party on the way here.

"Prince Dagobard. What is this. We must rescue them at once."

Princess Lisabet, who had arrived in a horse-dragon carriage protected by his men, spoke in a panic as she followed his gaze. In her eyes, she must have seen a swarm of wyverns about to attack a tiny group of people. But Dagobard shook his head.

The flock of wyverns formed a circle in the sky. There were about ten squadrons of five or six, totaling fifty wyverns, a massive flock. Not even when the Empire came down the great river were there records of an attack by a flock of this size all at once. Moreover, the distance from the northern mountains where the wyverns nested was about half of what it was to the great river. This meant the wyverns had incomparably more energy to spare.

Indeed, the wyverns surrounding the group of humans circled leisurely in the air. But that was only until they had fully assumed their hunting formation. He could see two squadrons from the north and south simultaneously lower their altitude. The triangular beasts, with wings spread and beaks thrust forward, approached the ground like arrows. Just as a red light emanated from the membranes of their wings, they suddenly changed their angle, shifting their course horizontally without losing any speed.

The kingdom’s envoys were caught right between the two formations.

It was a brilliant pincer attack, enough to make Dagobard, who knew well the difficulty of controlling a group in action, grunt in admiration. Their speed and unity marked an attack unlike any humanity had experienced in living memory. It created the illusion that their entire bodies had become arrowheads. If those beaks were to strike, not even a dragon’s scales would escape unharmed. Wyverns were known to hunt wild horse-dragons. The carcass of a horse-dragon with a large hole in its torso had been found before.

But…

Lines of fire, like tracers, shot out from the left and right of the cavalry. A total of ten beams were absorbed into the wyvern formations that were closing in at a furious speed from both sides. He heard a popping sound, and then some wyverns fell, trailing smoke from their wings and scraping against the ground, while others were thrown up into the air. The attack formation, which had looked so perfect moments ago, was cut in half in the blink of an eye.

The remaining four closed the distance in an instant. But more lines of fire intercepted them as if taking aim. Another three were eliminated.

The lone survivor shot up into the air in desperation. But two lines of fire converged on it, and it was shot down before it could rejoin the flock above.

Were they angered by the first wave’s helpless defeat. With shrill, grating cries of gyaa gyaa, double the number of formations moved to attack. The assault from four directions was, once again, magnificent. But the first volley, more accurate than the last, shot down ten, and the next brought down eight. The flock of fifty had lost more than half its number in an instant.

The wreckage of the wyverns was scattered like a fan around the kingdom’s troops, who were supposed to be the prey.

The remaining flock began to dive. They were not shifting to low altitude flight from a distance as before, but heading straight for their human targets. Their angle suggested they did not care if they crashed into the ground. Their quarry had likely transformed from prey into an enemy that had to be eliminated at all costs.

But from the small staves pointed skyward, intermittent red lights shot out. The lights were smaller than before, but they were apparently enough to break through the magic protecting the wyverns’ scales and deliver a shock to their bodies. The desperate charge was swiftly repelled.

"What in the world is that…"

Dagobard muttered in a daze.

He could see the remaining wyverns fleeing north. Only seven were left. One of them lost its strength, and he saw it fall in a spiral, smoke trailing from its wings.

That was likely the Spiral Flame sorcery he knew. Indeed, the ones using it with particular skill were the few robed mages on the flanks of the cavalry. The word betrayal crossed his mind, but he quickly realized this was no time for such thoughts.

Its speed, accuracy, and range were all enhanced. At this point, it had to be judged as something militarily different. No matter how little recoil it had, it should never have been possible to aim with such precision while on horseback. He knew that all too well, as he had been the one to implement joint operations between the horse-dragon units and the mage units, taking advantage of Maytyl’s absence and the shock of defeat.

◇◇

The party, flying the kingdom’s flag, approached Dagobard, who had come down the mountain. They were covered in the dust of their journey, but showed no signs of having passed through a domain of dangerous monsters, which included the recent encounter. The cavalry unit, positioned far below his own men, looked strangely imposing.

At their head was Craig, whom he knew. The kingdom’s envoys, who had crossed the wyverns’ territory with a small force just as they had declared, seemed like an aberration. His own fifty horse-dragon knights, which he had assembled, seemed comical by comparison.

Five people dressed as Imperial mages were with them. He spotted his former rival, Maytyl. Receiving Dagobard’s gaze, Maytyl shrugged. He thought he saw a hint of pity in her expression, and it irritated him.

As the delegation drew closer, his subordinates moved to surround them. The action could not be helped if it was called intimidation, but Dagobard realized his valiant men were faltering.

Through their midst advanced the next king of the kingdom and his retainers. Just as Dagobard was about to find himself impressed by their dignified bearing, he noticed the presence of one out-of-place man. Beside Craig, he was clearly fidgeting, his restless eyes darting from side to side.

That man was a symbol of misfortune for Dagobard. His name, if he recalled, was Ricardo Vinder. He ludicrously called himself a merchant.

"I am grateful for your welcome, Prince Dagobard."

"You have come a long way, Prince Craig. To be honest… I am astounded that you truly came yourself."

"Well, the road was quite harsh. I am glad we could arrive as planned."

Craig must have realized that Dagobard’s word "astounded" was not a taunt. He laughed. Dagobard regained his composure. He suppressed his earlier diffidence and spoke.

"Indeed, it seems the kingdom must be in dire straits."

No matter how much power they displayed, there was a reason the kingdom had gone "this far." As the Empire’s representative, he had to ascertain that reason.

"Ricardo-dono. No, it was Special Envoy of the Kingdom, wasn’t it. Welcome to Mardrass. As promised, to my homeland…"

In the corner of his eye, Princess Lisabet, who had disembarked from the horse-dragon carriage, was approaching a young man in plain clothes.

"First, I would like you to rest from your journey at my mansion. Since you have taken the trouble to come all this way, I wish to extend every possible welcome. Do you have any requests."

Princess Lisabet’s voice was barely free of a fawning tone, but it was tinged with guilt for having deliberately made them take such a dangerous route.

"Thank you. This is a bit different, but. In that case…"

A somewhat listless voice reached Dagobard’s ears. Ricardo, with his out-of-place attire and demeanor, looked less like a civil official and more like a mere commoner. But Dagobard had now seen that unchanging appearance three times. Each time this man showed his face, he had been subjected to unforeseen setbacks. He kept his gaze warily fixed on Craig, but his ears strained so as not to miss Ricardo’s words.

"I’d actually like to see a little farther in, but like His Highness the Crown Prince said, there’s no road, so it’s difficult. Would it be possible for us to borrow that horse-dragon carriage."

The man spoke while looking at the horse-dragon carriage Princess Lisabet had arrived in. Dagobard could not believe his ears. Princess Lisabet was speechless too.

"And, um, how far in would you like to go."

"That mountain over there, um, was it Wyvern Mountain, at the foot of it."

To the bewildered Princess Lisabet, Ricardo pointed at the mountain cloaked in a crimson forest at the farthest end of the wyvern’s domain. It was a place separated from the Mountains of Despair by only a single river.

"There are some ancient ruins there, you see. I’d like to have a look at them…"

At this attitude, as if he were continuing a sightseeing trip, Dagobard was utterly stunned.
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			Episode 1: Preliminary Preparations

			Three days had passed since we crossed through the wyverns' domain and were met by the Empire's Horse-Dragon unit at the entrance to Maldras. We had moved into the lord's manor, which overlooked the Maldras basin. By the Kingdom's standards, the estate was modest.

It was two stories tall with more than ten rooms, feeling like the manor of a local viscount. My assessment was that it was not a bad venue for negotiations. Perhaps due to the local style, the building used a great deal of wood. It was not exactly Japanese in design, but the wooden floors and pillars had a certain charm. The ivy trailing along the walls was a comforting sight for a commoner like me, forced into the ill.fitting role of a special envoy.

Now, that special envoy, though in reality I was the vice.envoy, was currently in the kitchen with his hands covered in flour. Behind me stood Lisabet, the lady of the manor and my negotiating partner. This was a preliminary negotiation of sorts, I suppose.

Prince Craig, the head envoy, was likely speaking with Dagobard. We had divided our duties. He would handle military affairs, and I would handle commerce. That said, it seemed his side had a mountain of issues to resolve, including post.war processing, before they could even get to the main topic.

Fabius and the others were preparing for the expedition to Wyvern Mountain, which included resupplying our goods. I really should have been helping them, especially with connecting to the Imperial merchants, but my side job as vice.envoy was keeping me from my real work.

"Speaking of which, I must thank you," Lisabet said in a bright voice.

What had I done?

"It is thanks to that pollen that my domain was saved from the dragons."

Lisabet was smiling. A bead of sweat formed on my brow. That was right. I had taken advantage of her love for her homeland to lure the Empire into a trap.

"Oh yes, you were used splendidly, weren't you, Lisabet. It was right here in Maldras that Dagobard and I were made to dance to that tune, deceived into believing the pollen was ineffective against Horse-Dragons. Thinking back on it makes me a little angry."

Maytyl spoke up from behind me. She and a female sorcerer who had come with Dagobard were assembling Eylis. They could have just done that in their own room.

"Your hands have stopped, Lord Ricardo."

"N, no. I just finished preparing the dough, that's all. Haha."

I took my hands off the lump of greenish.brown dough.

"Is this the noodle made from buckwheat that Princess Maytyl mentioned? This color and aroma, it is that tea, is it not?"

Lisabet looked at the green lump with interest. I was using matcha I had brought with me, but the buckwheat flour was from Maldras.

"It's a dish Ricardo made just for me," Maytyl said boastfully.

"I made it to console Princess Maytyl, who had lost her appetite out of loneliness after leaving her home."

"Wha, you do not have to say things like that. Besides, it was not because I was lonely. The Kingdom's pretentious food just did not suit my palate, that is all."

Maytyl grew flustered. The female sorcerer beside her glared at me. Her name was Crenne, if I remembered correctly, the one who had held the rear guard to the very end in that battle. She was released from captivity when Maytyl took her place. She must have had a hard time in the Empire with her superior gone. She had an important role to play in these negotiations. I did not want to make an enemy of her.

"Well, it seems Princess Maytyl was quite well looked after," Lisabet said with a gentle smile.

"I went to the Kingdom at Ricardo's request. It is only natural for him to keep me in good humor. That's right, I also had him make that ice cream you mentioned, Lisabet. Mine was probably more delicious."

Maytyl said it with pride. You should not make claims you cannot verify. Personally, I prefer the Matcha Ice Cream. And she sounded like a simple girl who had been tamed with food.

Lisabet tilted her head.

"Princess Maytyl seems to have changed a great deal. I do not recall seeing such a soft expression on your face when we last met. Did something significant happen in the Kingdom?"

"W, well, it was stimulating in many ways. It was not just Ricardo. The Kingdom's mages were quite a talented group."

"I should think you appear far more charming to the gentlemen now. What do you think, Lord Ricardo?"

Lisabet teased Maytyl like an older cousin. Then again, perhaps that was their relationship.

"Though you may be a special envoy, such insolence toward Her Highness is..."

Finally unable to bear it, Crenne started to approach me.

"Crenne, hurry up and learn how to use this. You understand how much this one device could advance sorcery research, do you not? Frankly, it is more important than improving that magic staff. We must introduce it in the Empire as soon as possible. Besides, given my position, you are the only one who can measure the ley lines here."

"This is indeed magnificent. To think such a simple mechanism could expose the very essence of magic power. I cannot imagine someone without the gift coming up with such a thing."

Crenne turned to me, her eyes filled with open distrust. She was right. The original idea was not mine but that of a great mind from my past life.

"Well, I feel the same way, but I saw it happen right next to Ricardo..."

Crenne glared at me. Lisabet brought a hand to her mouth.

"I, in other words, it is so far removed from the common sense of sorcery that you must understand it thoroughly. Lisabet, shouldn't you be getting to your own work? Weren't you going to discuss the vision for the new city with Ricardo?"

Maytyl rattled off the words quickly. I thought I was about to be teased again, but Lisabet's expression turned serious.

"You are right. As the Empire's negotiator and as the lord of Maldras, there is much I need to hear. The fact that you took such a risk for us, Lord Ricardo, has clearly shown the possibility that the new city can be realized. Even those who were skeptical should be paying attention now."

Her expression was completely different from when she was teasing Maytyl just moments before.

I had gained something from it as well. Ruins that could be repurposed for stone, traces of roads covered in weeds, things like that. The data on the wyverns' ecology was also important. By the way, we dissected the wyvern we defeated, but it had no Air Sac. Its origins were likely reptilian, like a pterosaur.

"Then, let us begin with the details of the futures market."

The Empire should have been informed about it, but this was something no one had ever seen before. I explained it to Lisabet, recalling my discussions with the Food Guild.

"I understand the advantages of standardizing giant warehouses and logistics containers for a stable food supply. After all, being on the edge of the Empire, we struggle to obtain goods we cannot produce ourselves. However, the dissemination of future price information through a futures market..."

Lisabet watched me intently.

"To be honest, I have my concerns. There is a great disparity between the Kingdom and the Empire when it comes to agriculture."

Lisabet's gaze shifted to the window. A few wheat fields existed only in the center of the basin, with other fields scattered about, clinging to the mountains. It was a completely different sight from the wheat fields of the Kingdom. In terms of simple competitiveness, there was no comparison.

"I cannot deny that, but as the one responsible for the new city, I am hoping it will give rise to new exports from the Empire to the Kingdom. The dish I am preparing now is one such example."

I cut the dough I had let rest, then boiled and prepared it. I served the finished chasoba peperoncino on small plates. Lisabet did not hesitate to taste the green noodles.

"It is simple and rustic, yet it has a powerful flavor. It's delicious. I watched you make it, and it is almost all buckwheat flour, is it not? I never knew it could be eaten like this."

Lisabet's face lit up.

"It is more fragrant than when I had it in the Kingdom."

"Yes. I think so too."

It seemed the quality of buckwheat was better in the Empire.

"The color aside, it is not bad."

Crenne, who had hesitated until the end, nodded reluctantly.

"If buckwheat can be sold in the Kingdom, not just my domain but many others would rejoice. You intend to increase these kinds of products, correct?"

"Yes, I plan for the new city to function as a place to test such things. That includes items like the Yokan that you also sampled, Your Highness."

Using food to turn the area into a tourist destination. It was a secondary benefit of a secondary benefit, of course, but it would help attract people.

"Even with a futures market, we would likely start with only one type of wheat and one type of mineral resource. The Empire has an advantage in mineral resources, so the results should not be one.sided right away. Furthermore, until the city's construction is complete, the city itself will require a large amount of goods from the Empire. Food will come from the Kingdom, but construction materials and the like will likely come from the Empire. During that time, I will encourage the intermingling of information from both nations to foster the creation of new things."

I explained the carriage trade show we held in the Royal Capital, adding that the new city would include a convention center for such purposes.

"For that, I would also like to hear more about the Empire's products. By the way, does Maldras not produce any sorcerous metals or Magic Crystals?"

Crenne's gaze, which had softened with the chasoba, grew sharp again. I was asking for information on military supplies, after all. I had asked deliberately for three reasons. This recent event had shown me exactly how much magic power was needed to operate in a monster's domain. We had managed to cross the territory without any casualties, but we consumed a significant number of Magic Crystals even using the improved spiral flame. For the time being, it would be better to have a supply source nearby in case of an emergency.

Another reason was my belief that Magic Crystals would eventually become the biggest commodity on the futures market. This was a conjecture based on the sorcery of the spiral flame and on petroleum and natural gas from my previous life.

The last reason was an idea that had occurred to me during this journey. It was not yet at a stage where I could discuss it with others. There were too many uncertain factors.

"If we had those, things would have been quite different."

Lisabet looked sadly at the mountains spreading out beyond the window.

"My grandfather's generation conducted a large.scale resource survey. They found a vein of crystals in the western mountains, but... it was the negative stone."

"Negative stone?"

"Ah, so you have that here. Its shape and feel are similar to a Magic Crystal, but you cannot draw magic power from it. On the contrary, it degrades any Magic Crystal it touches."

"Something like IG.1?"

"If it were, we could find a use for it, but its effect wears off immediately. You can only feel something like a flow of magic power when it is in contact with a Magic Crystal."

"And that happens regardless of one's aptitude?"

"Yes, but it is meaningless since you cannot draw any power from it. What, do you have another idea?"

What piqued my interest was the phenomenon of a magical flow occurring just through contact. If the development of magic energy resources from the Blood Mountains were to begin in earnest, I would want to make magic tools more widespread. If the spiral flame's formula could be applied to daily uses, people without the gift would need to be able to flip a switch.

"No, I cannot say anything about something I have not seen. It is true. I really have not thought of anything."

It was probably impossible within my lifetime anyway.

"In any case, did you understand what I have explained?" I said to Lisabet.

"Yes, I would like to use this discussion to increase the number of supporters on our side. You know, if the next round of negotiations is to be held in the Kingdom, I would very much like to attend. I am also looking forward to trying the chestnut ice cream that Princess Maytyl boasted about."

Lisabet said this and smiled.

"I am counting on you."

For now, my part of the job was going smoothly. However, there was a fundamental prerequisite that had to be cleared before any commercial talks could proceed. We had to prevent the great calamity. If we could not do that, in both the Kingdom and the Empire, then business would be the last thing on anyone's mind. If the damage was even moderately severe, it would cause the economies of both nations to shrink, and the new city would never come to be.
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			Episode 2: Seeing It For Myself

			The air in the venue, a complete one-eighty from the harmonious kitchen of the day before, pricked at my skin. We were in the largest room of the lord’s manor. It was more of a grand reception hall than a conference room. The chamber was tightly surrounded by black-clad Imperial knights, and outside the windows, even knights mounted on Horse-Dragons were on patrol.

Since a vital conference to determine the future of relations between the Kingdom and the Empire was underway, such security was to be expected. Normally, the host is responsible for the venue after all. However, the smallness of the room did nothing to dilute the intimidating presence. Or so I wanted to believe.

At the large square table in the center of the room sat two negotiators from each side, along with a single observer.

Reflecting the geographical positions of our nations, Dagobard and Princess Lisabet were on the north side of the table, with Prince Craig and me on the south. Maytyl, serving as the observer, was seated on the west side. It looked like a spot the difference puzzle on the easiest difficulty. Among those seated, there is one odd person out.

Incidentally, Prince Craig's adjutant and Fabius stood by the wall, while Crenne was positioned behind Maytyl. Even adding these three to the picture didn't change the answer to the puzzle.

The two maps spread across the square table were of a contrasting character. The one on the right was tattered and a sooty brown. It must have been quite old. It was far more detailed than the map provided by the Empire after the ceasefire negotiations. It was probably from around four hundred years ago.

The map on the left was a very recent creation. It had been drawn on site, charting the area around our route from the planned Central Garden location where we landed all the way here.

One of the participants from the First Knight Order had made it in cooperation with Fabius. Come to think of it, the First Knight Order possessed outstanding abilities when it came to surveying battlefields.

"Not an accord, but an alliance between the Empire and the Kingdom to face the monsters. And the reason for this was your prophecy, as I recall."

Dagobard spoke the first words without any preamble. His expression betrayed no emotion, but at the very least, there was no sign of contempt.

"Considering the predicted scale of the calamity, it is difficult to believe it will be confined to the Kingdom. Our view is that we must deal with it jointly," Prince Craig said.

Both of them were getting straight to the point. For me, a man who values speed, this was a good trend. And for these negotiations, we had the necessary groundwork to allow it.

Alfina had perfectly predicted several calamities that had struck the Kingdom. The Empire itself must have acknowledged the credibility of her prophecies. The next issue was whether the Empire would trust the Kingdom to convey those prophecies accurately, but the fact that the Crown Prince himself had crossed a dangerous territory guaranteed that credibility.

Of course, I don't mean trust in the general sense, but that we had a reason to go this far. In other words, from their perspective, it must look like, "The Kingdom is desperate." In negotiations, this is a weakness.

"I wonder about that. The Empire’s magic vein activity is on a downward trend. Conversely, the Kingdom’s is becoming more active. Perhaps the Kingdom’s turn has simply come after living so carefree all this time."

Just as I expected, Dagobard pointed this out. It was a natural way of thinking. The next problem was making him understand that they were in the same boat. Prince Craig looked at me.

"In the Kingdom, we are calling the next calamity the Great Calamity."

I too stated the conclusion right from the start.

"What a grandiose turn of phrase. The Kingdom calls a small horde of monsters or a single dragon a calamity, does it not. By that standard, the Empire is struck by a Great Calamity every year."

One side of Dagobard’s mouth curled up. His eyes, however, were not smiling.

"You are aware of the Ancient Nation that once spanned the current territories of the Kingdom and the Empire, are you not."

Dagobard’s expression hardened. It was a conversational landmine that could, for instance, lead to talk like, "The royal family is the legitimate successor to that nation, therefore the Empire’s territory is originally the Kingdom’s land." The reverse was, of course, also true.

It was a topic that would become impossible to resolve regardless of who was right, if both were right, or if both were wrong. Even for me, trying to build a city between the Kingdom and the Empire, it was something I preferred not to touch.

"That nation fell approximately four hundred years ago. No, it was destroyed by a Great Calamity."

I deliberately spoke in a calm voice. I continued while watching Dagobard’s expression.

"Our hypothesis is that the same ‘advent of a dragon swarm’ that occurred then may happen again."

Dagobard showed no surprise. This was likely because Prince Craig had already explained some of it to him. He prompted me to continue with a jerk of his chin.

"Through the Eylon, a magic wavelength measuring device jointly developed by the Kingdom and the Empire, we have discovered that an abnormally high concentration of magic power has been generated in the Kingdom in recent years. Let us call this dense magic power, which matches that of a magic crystal, crimson magic. This is the basis for our belief that the next calamity will be different from those of the past. And our prediction was that the same phenomenon might be occurring in the Empire, where the magic veins are quieting down."

It was like I was giving an academic presentation, I thought to myself. Then I looked at Maytyl and Crenne.

"Under Princess Maytyl’s direction, we assembled the same measuring device and measured our own magic veins. We confirmed the generation of magic corresponding to crimson, albeit slightly, in the magic veins around Maldrass," Crenne said.

That the Empire confirmed this for itself, that was what was important.

"You have some idea yourself, don’t you Dagobard? The Empire’s magic vein activity. That is to say, the total amount of magic power is certainly decreasing. Along with that, the damage from common monsters like magic wolves has drastically reduced. But, the frequency of powerful monsters like dragons hasn’t changed all that much."

At Maytyl’s words, Dagobard scowled. I see. Now that his most elite unit for dealing with powerful monsters has been cut in half, the man before me must be the one who feels it most keenly.

"And so, should the prediction of a Great Calamity prove correct, it is unlikely the damage will be limited to the Kingdom. I have heard that the damage from the calamity four hundred years ago was worse for the Empire than it was for the Kingdom," I said.

Dagobard glared at Maytyl.

"You haven’t been sweet talked by this man, have you."

"Oh my, even if I were, I wouldn't tell a lie concerning sorcery."

Maytyl dodged Dagobard’s check with a nuanced reply. Thanks to that, the gazes of Dagobard and Crenne pierced me once more.

"Ahem. Of course, at this point, it is merely a hypothesis. I have presented our evidence, but I have no intention of telling you to believe a hypothesis we ourselves are not certain of. The reason we have come this far is to verify this very hypothesis."

I pointed to the northern part of the brown map. There, a mountain was drawn, standing alone on a plain.

"An investigation of the ruins of the city destroyed in the Great Calamity four hundred years ago. Furthermore, we will approach the Blood Mountains, the center of the magic veins, to measure their magic. Specifically, we are planning an investigation of the city ruins said to be at the foot of Wyvern Mountain. As I mentioned at the outset."

I added this nonchalantly. I had just treated the Empire's unreasonable demand as a mere transit point. Just as I expected, Dagobard and Princess Lisabet scowled.

"Now, this is a proposal, but would you not like to participate in this investigation from your side as well? It would surely be better for the Empire to confirm things with your own eyes."

You could say it was a proposal to go scout a common enemy together. Just like with the magic vein analysis earlier, the point was to have them confirm it themselves. It was much faster, more persuasive, and safer for us than investigating alone. In fact, if we succeeded, one could even say the anti-monster alliance would already be in motion.

"...For the Kingdom, which aims to possess the Wyvern territory, investigating the nesting grounds, the greatest obstacle, is essential. Is this proposal not an attempt to make us assist in that?"

"I won’t deny it. But politically, a joint effort with the Empire allows for more flexible options in the future. If the Kingdom were to explore the depths of the Wyvern territory on its own, things would become rather complicated later on," Prince Craig said.

Exploring uncharted lands is also a claim of sovereignty. If the Kingdom were to explore the deepest parts on its own, it would have to claim ownership of the entire region in the future. The Kingdom in its current state has no way of managing the entirety of the Wyvern territory. That would be a problem for my new city concept.

Dagobard closed his eyes as Prince Craig finished speaking. He sank into thought, speaking not a word, as if our presence had vanished. If I did that, people would surely ask if I was mocking them, so why did it suit him so well?

"What is your profit in this, Ricardo Vinder."

When Dagobard opened his eyes, his gaze shifted to me. Was this the first time he'd called me by name?

"My profit... you ask?"

I asked back. Being calm is fine, but this man is so taciturn it’s hard for someone with my communication issues.

"I am asking what kind of battlefield you are preparing, how you intend to fight, and how you intend to win. The futures market and the city the Kingdom will build, that is a scheme to drag the Empire onto a battlefield advantageous to the Kingdom's merchants, is it not."

Dagobard said. Ah, so that's where this conversation is going. I wish he wouldn't use battlefield metaphors when talking to a merchant. ...The annoying part is that he's right, in a way. Becoming the one who makes the rules is the most advantageous move in any situation. But I don't think either of us is in a position to afford such luxuries.

Well, if the host insists, I have no choice.

"Indeed, one could say that business is a type of battlefield. For a merchant, the breadth of their commercial sphere is the same as territory is for a nation."

I began with that.

"However, nations also increase their territory through pioneering, not just war. And unlike land, whose size is fixed, a merchant’s commercial sphere, the market scale, can be expanded far more easily."

"What do you mean by market scale."

I had used his own phrasing against him, but Dagobard paid it no mind and asked for the meaning. I felt a small sense of defeat.

"In a word, it is the amount of money flowing through commerce as a whole and the speed at which it circulates. We will connect the markets of the Kingdom and the Empire, which have been separate until now, more strongly than before. When a market of one and a market of one are joined, they can become three. This is because an increase in the number of elements, meaning merchants and goods, naturally means an increase in their combinations. That in turn increases the amount of currency and the speed of circulation in the commercial sphere. In the future, we will make the size of the commercial sphere ten times what it is now, though in reality this will take decades, maybe over a hundred years. If we do that, both sides can be winners. This is the logic of commerce."

"Sophistry."

"It is sophistry. But sophistry is fine."

I continued, looking at Dagobard.

"The conflicts of the battlefield are a matter of life and death for individuals and groups. The same is true for agricultural production. These cannot be settled with sophistry. Because once you die, once you are destroyed, it’s over. However, life and death are not at stake in commerce. It is, so to speak, a game, a surplus. Bringing life and death into a game is inefficient. Because it is a game, freedom can exist. And it is necessary. To a certain extent, of course..."

I shrugged as I said this.

"What is necessary for that is a new city where both nations can conduct commercial activities more freely ‘than before,’ and a futures market to create the flow of information needed to gather people, goods, and money there. After all, we merchants are creatures who will not act without profit."

At my words, Dagobard’s face took on an expression as if he were looking at the most suspicious thing he had ever seen. He then looked at Princess Lisabet.

"From what I have heard, it was far too detailed to be called a mere fantasy," Princess Lisabet said.

"Ricardo will do it. The combinations Ricardo just mentioned have already been proven from a sorcerous perspective through the improvements to the magic wavelength measuring device and the magic staff," Maytyl interjected.

"Whose side are you on."

"I will speak as an Imperial Princess of the Empire. I shudder to think what would have happened if I had not gone to the Kingdom. Not for my own sake, but strictly from the Empire’s perspective."

"...Does the Kingdom let such a person run wild?" Dagobard said to Prince Craig, grinding his teeth.

"It is not exactly easy, you see. You could say I came along this time because I didn’t know what Ricardo might do. We will have to keep an eye on the new city from both the Kingdom and the Empire."

As expected of the next king, his negotiation skills are on a different level from mine. He sounded completely serious.

"However, I have accompanied Ricardo many times in difficult situations. And so, how about it, Prince Dagobard. Why not see Ricardo’s methods for yourself, directly."

Prince Craig raised the negotiation bar even higher. Surely that's asking too much, right? Weren't we thinking we'd be lucky just to borrow a Horse-Dragon carriage and someone who can handle it?

For some reason, Maytyl was nodding. "I kind of get that," she said.

After looking intently at Prince Craig’s and Maytyl’s faces, Dagobard once again sank into thought. The silence in the conference room stretched on, longer than before.

"Ricardo Vinder. I shall see for myself just how much your boasts are worth."

Dagobard said. Wait, so Prince Craig’s provocation is my fault now too? A major problem for my personal safety has just appeared.

"Um, well, it’s a pleasure to be working with you," I said.

Well, we've come this far. There's no turning back now. As long as it aligns with my strategy of prioritizing speed, I might as well go along with it.

"It would be a nuisance to have the Kingdom’s flags planted all the way to Wyvern Mountain."

"Good. This is getting interesting. Now, let us draw up the actual expedition plan."

Prince Craig pulled the map closer. Saying, "This is no pleasure trip," Dagobard seemed to join the discussion as well. Prince Craig’s adjutant, Fabius, and Dagobard’s subordinates gathered around. I left my seat and moved to the window.

"It seems you won’t be able to stay long."

Princess Lisabet came over to me.

"It seems so. If we could stop by again on the way back... Oh, that’s right, there was something I wanted to ask."

The scene outside the window made me remember a question. Among the mountains of Maldrass, the tallest one was crowned in white. Since it was autumn now...

"Is that a glacier?"

"Yes, that snow doesn’t melt even in summer."

"What are you talking about?"

Maytyl came over to my side as well.

"It’s the problem of how to obtain a record longer than tree rings. I see, a glacier... Um, Princess Maytyl, there is actually something I would like you to make."

I said, recalling that weapon Maytyl had used.
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			The horse-dragon carriage sped along at a pace that left regular carriages in the dust. From its high window, I watched as Wyvern Mountain loomed before us. To our left and right, a little over thirty knights in two distinct sets of armor rode sixteen horse-dragons, flanking our vehicle.

We traveled along a road, or more precisely, alongside the remains of one. The wide stone pavement was broad enough for two carriages to pass each other. Though now rough and uneven from the roots of weeds and shrubs, it must have been far better kept than the Kingdom's roads back in its day.

It helped us reach this point without losing our way. Then again, considering the sheer scale of the ruins ahead, getting lost was never a real concern.

"It's larger than I expected."

I remarked to Maytyl as I gazed at the remnants of the city wall up the road. Huge holes gaped in places and the upper sections had crumbled, yet it still seemed to rival the Royal Capital's walls in height.

"This is my first time seeing it too. Even if people know it's here, no one would be reckless enough to try and come this far. I'd love to take my time and investigate."

Maytyl replied, fiddling with a golden cylinder in her hands. She called other people reckless, yet she seemed to be enjoying herself a little. Of course, the Imperial Princess's wish would likely not be granted. Dagobard, the leader of this expedition, had clearly stipulated how many days the horse-dragon unit could be away from the Empire.

As a side note, it was a condition of my participation that Dagobard held command during travel and combat.

"I will not forgive you if anything should happen to Her Highness."

Crenne, who sat between Maytyl and me, said. She was the one who had opposed both Dagobard and Maytyl going to a dangerous place at the same time. I wished she would say that to the person who had rejected her perfectly reasonable advice. Well, since I was the one who asked Maytyl to do the task she was currently working on, I couldn't really talk back.

Still, how did things get so out of hand, even for a matter as critical as investigating the Great Catastrophe hypothesis. With the next leaders of both the Kingdom and the Empire acting as my escorts, one could argue that I was in the most precarious position of all. The world is full of surprises, to think safety and self-preservation could be so contradictory.

The ruined city wall drew closer. In one spot where it had collapsed most significantly lay the remains of a tower, toppled over as if to point its spire at us. One can only imagine how tall it must have been when it stood.

Noticing our approach, a wyvern perched on the wall took flight. And that wasn't all. A great number of wyverns were taking off from Wyvern Mountain as well.

"Here they come again. That's quite a few, so we're going out too."

Maytyl and Crenne grabbed their magic staves and headed for the driver's platform of the horse-dragon carriage. Just a little while ago, they had been dealing with a pack of magic wolves that had attacked from Rubel Wald to the west. According to Craig, in the Kingdom, each one of those would be considered a boss-class monster from a Monster Flood.

The attacks from the Imperial Knights steering the horse-dragons and the Kingdom's magic staff users riding with them were devastating. Any that slipped through were simply picked off by precise shots from the horse-dragon carriage.

However, being so close to their nest, the wyverns were a nuisance. They were numerous, and with their magic full to the brim, they launched wave attacks in complex trajectories. Even so, the power of our unit simply outmatched them.

With the next leaders of both nations in command, morale was naturally high. And the sporadic monster attacks we'd faced so far had acted like training drills. As a result, our coordination was on a completely different level compared to when we left Muldras. You could almost call us a provisional allied army.

Moreover, the Spiralflame, with its purified wavelength, had double the firing speed and double the magic efficiency. On top of that, the targeting circuit attached to the tip had even increased its accuracy.

We had no shortage of Magic Crystals thanks to the cores from the downed wyverns. But the Magic Catalyst in the cartridges was starting to run low. The more you use it, the more it degrades. And the more the catalyst sells... whoops, I shouldn't say any more.

◇◇

We passed between two massive stone structures that appeared to have once been the main gate. Inside, the remains of a grid-patterned city came into view. As far as the eye could see, every road was paved with stone. Perhaps due to the cold climate, it had not been swallowed by the jungle like ruins on Earth.

The buildings, however, were in a terrible state. It seemed they had made use of abundant forest resources, much like Muldras. Rotted wooden pillars protruded from collapsed stone. Here and there, trees that had grown over the past four hundred years had encroached upon the structures. Looking at the walls, I saw a white, powder-like substance clinging to them. It might be wyvern droppings, or perhaps the trails of something like a Mucus. The slime mold monster was probably what had destroyed the city walls. Inside the ruins, there were also numerous gouged-out tracks in the ground.

And yet...

"It seems to have been quite prosperous."

Maytyl said. I nodded. The road to get here, and the considerable size of each collapsed building, spoke volumes. The one that had jutted from the wall was not the only tower. While not quite a skyline of skyscrapers, it appeared there were once many tall towers. All of them now in ruins.

It wasn't quite a lost ancient civilization, but it gave a sense of the economic scale of a nation that spanned the current Kingdom and Empire.

"Looks like we can take a breather from the wyvern attacks."

"..."

The horse-dragon carriage stopped in a plaza that looked like the site of a former theater, carefully avoiding the crumbling buildings.

Craig and Dagobard came before us. Everyone gathered near the remains of a building that looked relatively sturdy.

"Where do we start?"

"We will search for traces of the monster that destroyed this city. Princess Maytyl, I'd like you to measure the magic veins."

The first objective was to find the scars of the Great Catastrophe left in the city, to collect samples to confirm the image from the prophecy. If they matched, it would be powerful evidence that the next catastrophe would be the same as the one four hundred years ago.

I had brought paper and ink to make rubbings, but the surface weathering was far more severe than I had anticipated.

"The towers lying on the ground might be our best bet."

I said timidly to Dagobard.

I approached the remains of a particularly large tower with Dagobard and Craig. A horse-dragon pulled on a rope, flipping over a large stone that had been half-buried in the ground. There were also the remains of charred logs that might have been beams.

"Found them."

When we cleared away the dirt clinging to the surface, wedge-shaped marks appeared. There were several lines that looked like claw marks. We found the same on several other stones we turned over.

I poured ink into the claw marks and pressed paper against them to make a copy. It seemed close to the image Alfina had described, though she would have to make the final judgment.

We had accomplished our goal. But my heart was not at ease. When I looked at Craig and Dagobard, I saw them both directing harsh gazes at the remains of the tower's outer wall. The sheer number of vertical and horizontal scars etched into the flat stones was chilling. We had to assume the city was attacked by a massive number of monsters.

Of course, that only increased the probability that our hypothesis was correct.

"What do you think? Can you tell what kind of monster's claw marks these are?"

Craig asked Dagobard.

"Even the magic wolves that attacked us earlier were a different species from those in the Empire. It's hard to say. However..."

Dagobard traced a pair of scars with his finger. I noticed they were two parallel lines.

"A dragon's forelimbs usually have three claws. The wyverns had two, but... the size is different."

So, the possibility of a giant wyvern-like monster instead of a dragon. Considering its flight capability, could it be... no, wait. This wood...

"But aren't these scorch marks from a breath attack?"

Craig pointed to the carbonized wood.

"There's no guarantee it was only one type of monster. After all, a city this prosperous was suddenly destroyed."

Dagobard looked inside the exposed tower. I could see broken plates and furniture. There were many different kinds, all richly colored and decorated. And scattered among them were crushed skeletons. It suggested they had lived relatively normal lives right up until the monster attack.

"You're right. To think if this were the Royal Capital..."

At Craig's words, Dagobard and the surrounding knights fell silent. The cruelty of sudden annihilation. One could say that is the nature of a catastrophe, but...

"Ricardo. Come over here."

It was Maytyl calling for me. Using the Iris we had unloaded from the carriage, Maytyl was waving a mana-sensitive plate. Her expression was a mix of curiosity and confusion.

"Look at this."

What I felt when I looked at the plate was a pure chill. As expected, there was a strong, crimson wavelength in the band displayed there. But, on the higher energy side, I could see a thin band. It was the same wavelength emitted by the prophetic crystal that had been tormenting Alfina.

Maytyl placed two mana-sensitive plates side by side.

"This one is pointed at the magic veins of the Blood Mountains. The fact that it's stronger in both mass and quality than the Empire's magic veins isn't exactly unexpected. Considering the distance, what's inside must be incredible. And..."

Maytyl showed me the other plate. On this one, too, was a faint purple band.

"The measurement results from Wyvern Mountain. Judging by the direction, it's probably right around that glacier."

Maytyl pointed at the mountain. The white on its peak was likely ice. The several white lines extending from it were glaciers. Separated by cliff-like rock faces where wyverns danced, I could see the blue surface of a lake on the mid-slope. Below that, it was all forest.

"You're saying that mountain is giving off the same reaction as the Blood Mountains..."

"That's right. It's fascinating, isn't it."

"Your Highness, surely not. We can't. A wyvern nest of all places is..."

"Hey, Ricardo, you want to investigate, don't you."

It was true. The chance to see a place emitting the same kind of magic as the Blood Mountains without having to go inside them was an unparalleled opportunity. And it was the same as that crystal...

"Didn't you anticipate this as well, Ricardo?"

The thing I had asked Maytyl for was indeed meant for investigating this kind of terrain. But...

"No. Not only the summit, but even approaching the glacier is too dangerous."

Dagobard said. It was easy to understand that being right next to a wyvern's nest, and on ice no less, would be tough even for the horse-dragons.

But I couldn't just ignore a wavelength identical to the crystal's. There had to be a way. Even if we couldn't go up to the glacier, could we at least collect Tree Rings from the trees in the mountain's forest... No, wait a minute. That lake on the mid-slope is more than that...

"Prince Dagobard, would it be impossible to get even to that spot?"

I pointed to the blue lake surrounded by the red forest.
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			I looked out the rear window at the base of the mountain. We must have climbed about halfway up Heyleight Mountain. A road led from the ruins to Heyleight Mountain, which rose behind them. It was less a stone-paved road and more a path of rectangular stones, all cut to a uniform length. It seemed to have been designed for transporting heavy objects. According to Maytyl, it might have been a mine at one point.

Of course, the long passage of time had left the road in disrepair. The power of tree roots is incredible.

"My thinking was too naive."

I moved to the front of the carriage. Ahead were many thick branches, and trees grew right through the cracks in the stones. There was no way even our horse-dragon carriage could proceed.

But the two horse-dragons riding ahead, mounted by Imperial knights, cleared the path. They swung long, scythe-like weapons. Seeing the blades gleam, I guessed they were made of sorcerous metal. They sliced through the branches blocking our way and the trees growing from between the stones in single strokes. I had only ever seen them use spears, but it seemed they used the horse-dragons’ transport capacity to carry equipment for this kind of work as well.

I remembered Dagobard ordering a change of equipment before we entered the mountain. If we had only borrowed the horse-dragon carriage, we would have been stuck before we had even gone a tenth of the way.

"Well, I’ll be. They even planned for a situation like this."

"Of course they did. Most of the Empire is mountainous, you know," Maytyl said, exasperated.

"More importantly, you’ll get hurt if you keep wandering around the carriage. I know it’s cold, but still."

"Ah, yeah. It’s definitely different from the base of the mountain," I said with a shiver. I was truly glad we had come during the autumn.

"Crenne."

"...Here."

"Thank you."

I pulled the fur Crenne handed me over my head.

"So unreliable. Bringing Her Highness to such a dangerous place. You do intend to take responsibility, don't you."

Crenne glared at me. Her concern was perfectly understandable. After all, we were surrounded by completely crimson leaves. Though obscured by the canopy, the cliffs above us were a Heyleight nest. And only ten knights, just over half our number, were accompanying the carriage. Inside were only Maytyl, Crenne, and one other sorcerer.

The remaining members had stayed behind at the ruins to conduct further investigations. I had asked them to collect samples from the unburnt timber.

"We’re headed in the right direction. But it looks like reaching the top will be impossible after all."

Maytyl looked ahead. The path to the glacier was blocked by a sheer cliff. To get around it, we would have to make a considerable detour. That route also included a rock face where the Heyleights apparently made their nests.

Even if we managed to avoid all that, we would be faced with a world of ice on a steep, exposed slope.

"If the item I requested works as planned, we might be able to get a sample without going all the way up there. It’s finished, right."

I looked at the bundle of long, thin rods we had gone to the trouble of loading onto the carriage.

"Yes, right here. It was just a matter of simplifying a battering ram. Crenne handled the pipe."

In Maytyl’s hand was a tube of sorcerous metal. It was the tip of an Imperial rotating battering ram, with the end removed and the inside hollowed out. It was about as thick as the circle I could make with my thumb and index finger.

"...With the Empire’s technology, it was a simple matter."

Crenne pointed to a bundle of long rods extending from the carriage. Their inner diameter was the same as the tip Maytyl held. They were about three meters long, and five of them were bundled together.

"A record longer than tree rings. Considering your goal, you’ll need four hundred years of data, right. How do you plan to get it."

"As usual, I have no proof. But seeing this view, it seems longer than I first thought... wha, whoa."

Just as I was about to explain what we were going to do, pointing toward the blue surface of a lake peeking through the trees, the carriage suddenly stopped. I had been standing carelessly and lost my balance, toppling over.

"Ricardo, you... kya."

I heard Maytyl’s voice from above my head. My face was covered by the fur. I struggled. Through the fluffy fur, something a little more resilient had cushioned my face.

"Hey, not there... ah."

When I finally managed to get my head free, I found myself in the position of hugging Maytyl’s chest.

"You, you insolent man."

Crenne’s furious shout echoed through the carriage.

"...Um, did something happen."

I poked my head out of the carriage. I was looking sideways not to strike a pose, but because the imprint of an autumn leaf was stamped on one of my cheeks.

"Look at that."

Craig, riding behind an Imperial knight, pointed ahead. Dagobard and the others had gathered in front of the carriage. They were surrounding the carcass of a Heyleight. An attack in this forest? No, I hadn’t sensed any sign of a battle. Looking closely, I could see that half of the Heyleight’s body had been gnawed away.

"...Earlier it was a dire wolf carcass, wasn’t it."

"Yes."

Maytyl and Crenne exchanged glances. Dire wolves are sometimes hunted by Heyleights. Indeed, the earlier corpse had a hole in its stomach. But why would a flying Heyleight... No, even magic beasts have lifespans. It could have been an individual that died from an accident or disease.

"There’s nothing unusual in the area. We’re moving on," Dagobard said, approaching the carriage.

A short while later, we emerged from the trees. The view opened up dramatically. We could see the blue surface of a lake surrounded by a red forest, with a white glacier in the background. It was a scene of such fantastical beauty it made me forget my purpose. The tranquil surface of the lake, in particular, was so beautiful it seemed to draw me in.

A lake fed by meltwater from the glacier. A glacial lake. In the distance, between the glacier and the lake, water fell from atop a cliff, forming a small basin like a plunge pool. From there, a narrow stream flowed into the main body of the lake. The surrounding forest must have acted as a windbreak. There was not even a ripple on the water.

I carefully scanned the area around the lake. There was no river flowing out of it. This was ideal.

"We cannot stay long. Make it quick," Dagobard said, looking up at the sky.

On the western rock face, a throng of Heyleights was perched. They were likely protecting their nests, as I could hear their threatening squawks of gyaa gyaa.

I have no business with you, so I would appreciate it if you could keep quiet.

Dagobard and his men gathered dead wood and started a fire with a Helixflame. With their backs to the forest, they were on alert for a Heyleight attack. Maytyl and the others approached the lake, warily scanning their surroundings.

I held the T-shaped rod for coring tree rings. For the record, it was not the one I used in the first prophecy, but a custom model made by Bowgan.

I looked around at the nearby trees. The older, the better.

"Cold."

I heard Maytyl’s voice from the lake. She was shaking her hand, which she had dipped into the water. Beside her, Crenne was assembling the rod with the help of a knight. Maytyl attached the sorcerous metal tube to its tip.

I began to extract a core from an exceptionally thick tree. In the distance, I saw a rope extending from a wooden rod fixed to the lake shore. The metal pipe hanging from it sank into the water. It seemed the lake was not that deep.

The rod rotated, creating ripples on the lake’s surface. Normally, this kind of boring would require a large-scale rig. Without the mechanism of a battering ram that could rotate autonomously when infused with magic, this would be an impossible task.

"This one is manual, though."

I started the work of coring the tree ring. After pulling out the first one, I took a sip of tea I had gotten from the bonfire.

"The test drill is done. Here, is this good."

Maytyl opened the rod she brought over. The cross-section of the split iron rod was coated in gold. I see, this is how they channel magic through it. Inside was about fifty centimeters of fine-grained mud.

"With this... um, if I warm it up with this."

Noticing Maytyl’s fingertips had turned purple, I handed her my cup. She cradled it with both hands. Then, she drank it all in one go. I had meant for it to be a hand warmer.

I first looked at the upper layer, the part from the lake’s surface. There was almost no disturbance. Thanks to the cold water, there was likely no bioturbation. I timidly poked the wet soil with my finger. It was firmly packed, slightly elastic clay, with gray and white stripes etched into it.

The two colored layers had different textures, with the darker one feeling finer. There was no doubt. I opened my palm. Across the roughly twenty centimeters from my thumb to my little finger... there were forty stripes. About five millimeters per year. At the very least, the pattern was completely unbroken for the fifty centimeters that had been cored.

They were even more beautiful varves than I had imagined. Though formed by a different process, they were a match for the cheat lake from my past life in Japan.

"So."

Maytyl asked, looking a little worried.

"I won’t know for sure until we actually measure it, but as a sample, it seems ideal. It’s a little slanted, though, so could you try for a spot a little closer to the center if possible."

"I’ll do what I can. So, what will this tell you." Maytyl said, tightly gripping the empty cup.

"Actually, these stripes are also like tree rings. A record of the glacier is accumulating at the bottom of this lake."

I pointed to the glacier extending from the mountain peak.
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			The layered structure created at the bottom of a lake by the annual cycles of nature, that is, seasonal variation, is called varves, or varved sediments. For example, phytoplankton flourish in a lake from spring to autumn and decrease in the winter. As a result, layers rich in phytoplankton and layers with few of them alternate on the lakebed. These two layers represent one year. The principle is the same as that of tree rings, which are created by the differing growth of trees through the seasons. You could call them the tree rings of a lake.

In my previous life in Japan, there was Lake Suigetsu in Fukui Prefecture, which was arguably the most famous example of varves in the world. Its geography, surrounded by mountains and unaffected by river inflows, produced an unusually long record of annual layers. An astounding seventy thousand years worth. What's more, not a single year was missing. It was worthy of being called, quite literally, a miracle.

It not only provided data on Japan's past climate change, but by analyzing the radioactive isotopes it contained, it even provided a standard for dating across the world.

However, what lies before me now is formed differently, though it is the same in the sense of being a varved sediment. It is what is known as glacial varved clay, a type of annual layer unique to glacial lakes, created by the pattern of glaciers melting more in the summer and very little in the winter.

"So the amount of glacial ice flowing into the lake differs with the season. That's what creates these layers. And the glacier has... ah!"

Maytyl looked up at the top of the cliff, her face suddenly struck with realization. She must be seeing the magic that is invisible to me.

"That's right. The glacier that flows into this lake passes through the magic vent up there. Along with the rock fragments scraped away by the ice. I want you to recall the cultivation of that magic catalyst. The source of the magic catalyst was a culture medium obtained from the soil. In other words, there's a high probability that elements marked by magic exist."

Ordinarily, the glacial clay itself is merely a marker for separating the years. The biological data, such as pollen trapped between the layers, might be what's truly important. But in this investigation, the clay itself is the main event.

When I first came up with the idea of a drilling survey, I was thinking of collecting an ice core. But unlike the snow that accumulates on continents like Antarctica, glaciers flow. On top of that, the samples obtained would mostly contain atmospheric data. This means this glacial varved clay could potentially be a vastly superior sample.

Of course, if there were large scale geographical or climate changes during that time, there's a chance of inconsistencies or gaps in the record. Well, I'm not hoping for anything as extravagant as Lake Suigetsu's seventy thousand years, but I at least want five hundred years of data, less than one hundredth of that. The test drilling just now gave us fifty centimeters, a hundred years worth, so there's reason to be hopeful.

"We can expect denser data spanning a longer period than tree rings."

"A five hundred year record of the magic veins!?"

Crenne, who had approached us at some point, was frozen in place.

"Honestly, the Kingdom barely has any glaciers. What do you think, Crenne. Ricardo is on a completely different level, isn't he."

"B, but then, wouldn't that make it impossible to get recent data?"

Crenne pointed at the glacier. That's right. The data from this year, of course, as well as from the past several decades, has yet to arrive in the lake.

It must be about three hundred meters from the magic vent on the glacier to here. If I remember correctly, the speed of a glacier's movement is a few meters to a few dozen meters per year. Assuming it is five meters, the most recent sixty years of data are still trapped in the ice. We could mark the glacier to figure out its annual movement, but that would take at least a year.

"For that, we'll use tree rings from the trees here. Besides, the most important thing is the record of magic vein activity from four hundred years ago."

"But we don't even know how far back the data goes, do we."

"For that part, I'm thinking of using the building materials from those ruins. By using the tree ring data from the timber used in construction, we can get a record of the several decades before that city was destroyed. We'll look for a place where that data matches up. Of course, a precise comparison is impossible, but if it's a special wavelength like the recent magic vein activity, we can ensure its uniqueness."

"I see... Even crimson is rare, so a wavelength even higher than that... Fufu, this is interesting."

"W, well, that is if everything goes well."

"Well, there's no guarantee. Also, whether or not we can get a good sample is entirely up to you..."

I scratched my head. For example, the glacial lake contains not only rock dust from the magic vent from decades ago, but also leaves and pollen from this year's red trees. In that sense, there is a lot of noise.

But, how should I put it, this whole thing is getting too big. An Imperial Princess is collecting samples while I'm supposed to be guarding a crown prince and an imperial prince. I said there was no guarantee, but if this turns up nothing, my own neck will really be on the line. Still, I can't just see the same wavelength as the crystal and ignore it.

"The cold water made me hesitate a bit, but I'm going to see this through, Crenne."

Maytyl returned to the lake, her face alight with excitement. Crenne nodded silently. Now I just have to count on them. All that's left is the analysis method...

No, I shouldn't count my chickens before they hatch. I'll increase the tree ring samples manually.

Just as I thought that and stood up, a commotion began around the bonfire. A Horse-Dragon knight who had been keeping watch over the surrounding forest galloped toward Dagobard. To my astonishment, Craig was on the back seat of that mount.

"Magic beasts approaching. Everyone, mount up!"

Dagobard's voice rang out. I instinctively looked up at the sky.

"It's from the forest. It's quite large. Crenne, we're stopping work for now. Gather at the Horse-Dragon carriage. Ricardo, you come here too."

Maytyl returned, holding her sorcery staff. I hurried toward the carriage.

"Don't let your guard down. This one's a big one."

Dagobard had skewered something like a magic wolf on the tip of his spear. Its fur was white, like a silver wolf's. Its body was large, too. Even the ones we encountered in front of the ruins were boss-class by Kingdom standards, and this was a step above that. I guess this is what you'd expect from the home turf of magic beasts, so close to the Blood Mountains.

"Dagobard, watch out for wyverns too," Craig's voice echoed. Several wyverns had appeared in the sky above, the magic crystals on their foreheads glowing ominously. Their tanks were full.

A simultaneous attack from land and air. Surely, they're not coordinating, are they.

"Something's strange. The one that just came out is injured."

Crenne, who was supporting the dragon knights with a Spiral Flame, issued a warning. A silver magic wolf had just leapt out of the forest. Its white fur was stained with red blood. The next moment...

Jagiiii!

A cracked, grating cry echoed from deep within the woods. In that instant, the magic wolves bypassed Dagobard and his men, fleeing for their lives. The wolves that raced past the Horse-Dragon carriage didn't even give us a second glance.

In the sky, the wyverns made a sharp turn and disappeared beyond the mountains. A momentary lull in the battle was created.

"What... is this feeling of magic..."

Maytyl looked back at the forest behind her, her shoulders trembling with a start.

At the same time, something burst out from the shadow of a large tree. A huge black object moved through the gaps in the trees' red leaves. It was about the size of a wyvern with its wings spread. And it was vertically long. It clung nimbly to a tree. Black armor covered in thorn-like protuberances covered its body. Yellow, spot-like patterns were visible on its sides. Its abdomen, visible between the trees, looked like a bellows.

The mysterious black magic beast held the bloody leg of a magic wolf in its mouth. Then, two more similar beasts leapt out, cutting us off from Dagobard. Something that looked like a wyvern's wing protruded from one of their mouths.

Looking closely, I could see their jagged mouths were split horizontally.

"That magic beast, its biology is completely different from the others... Maytyl."

A magic beast with a body plan I had never seen before. Both Maytyl and Crenne shook their heads. It was unknown to them as well. But that thing, no matter how you look at it, is the apex predator around here.
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			"I’ve never seen a monster like this. There are only three, but do not let your guard down. First, create distance and reform the ranks."

Dagobard’s orders flew. The dragon cavalry surrounding the mysterious monsters moved as one. At the same time, the monsters descended from the trees to the ground. There were three of them, large and small. The largest individual was bigger than a Horse-Dragon carriage. Its legs were spindly, belying its massive body.

A pair of red eyes glared this way, and the core-like gleam in their center appeared richer than a normal Magic Crystal. It’s probably just because of the contrast with their black hide.

A series of red patterns ran along the sides of their backs. One pair between each body segment. They pulsed on and off with a regular rhythm. The sinister color combination of black and red was unsettling. Looking closely, I could see that a dense coat of hair covered their bodies.

"Begin the attack."

Craig, sitting behind his rider, swung his sorcery staff. The Spiral Flames that had downed the wyvern and driven off the demonic wolves rained down on the three creatures. Trees burst into flames, and the area was shrouded in smoke.

Gyaagiii!

A sound like something thrashing in agony reached us. But when the three creatures emerged from the smoke, they were almost completely unharmed. Their entire armor-like black bodies were cloaked in a faint red light. It seemed they were only slightly deterred.

A knight who had closed in under the cover of smoke thrust his spear. But with a dry clank, the spear was deflected.

"What incredible toughness."

The Horse-Dragon knight hastily pulled away. Spindly legs gave chase. He barely avoided being skewered.

"Switch to ranged harassment. We need to grasp the monsters’ movements."

Dagobard’s orders rang out again. The dragon cavalry scattered at once, creating distance. Dagobard and Craig tried to set up a formation with the mysterious monsters between them. Hampered by the terrain between the forest and the lake, they slowly attempted to encircle the creatures.

From either side of the Horse-Dragon carriage, Maytyl and the others provided support with their sorcery staves. The Spiral Flames that exploded on the wide-open backs of the monsters were, again, almost completely ineffective.

"An exoskeleton like that should be illegal."

I groaned, hiding behind the carriage. How could that biological category of creature grow so massive.

"Their durability is one thing, but they don’t seem to be particularly fast. We will split into two squads. Attack in alternating waves while maintaining distance. Do not let them turn their attention to our rear."

The dragon cavalry divided into two units. Five riders each, or ten men per unit including the Kingdom knights riding with them. They were engaging an enemy that was immune to both Spiral Flames and spears. I guessed the reason was to keep the creatures from directing their attacks toward us in the back.

Of course, Maytyl and the others also brandished their staves to support Dagobard’s men. I alone remained hidden behind them.

"As expected of the area near the Mountains of Despair. To think such dragons live here."

"Your Highness. This is hardly the time for that."

"I know. Say, Ricardo. You wouldn’t happen to know how to defeat those dragons, would you?"

"No, this is my first time seeing them too… Besides, I’m pretty sure they aren’t dragons…"

They weren’t even vertebrates, let alone dragons. A mouth that split open vertically, six jointed legs. By all accounts, they were arthropods. No, seeing as they had three pairs of legs growing from their thoraxes, they were insects.

In a sense, they were the most prosperous life-form on Earth. Perhaps it was stranger that no monsters derived from them had appeared until now.

But no, an exoskeleton should not be able to support a creature of that size. By rights, it should collapse under its own weight like a beached whale.

Dagobard and his men were somehow managing to keep the monsters at bay. The journey here must have served as practical training, for the coordination between the Imperial knights maneuvering their Horse-Dragons and the Kingdom knights behind them casting sorcery was perfect. In contrast, the three monsters were unable to focus on a single target. Just as Dagobard had discerned, their speed was nothing special.

Spiral Flames from Maytyl’s group exploded on their backs. But again, to no effect. The monsters turned toward us. Just then, Dagobard’s men attacked. Their assault, too, failed to land a decisive blow.

At this rate, we would be slowly worn down. I glanced at Maytyl’s sorcery staff. The green fluorescent light flickering within the cartridge was dimming. The Magic Catalyst was starting to degrade.

Suddenly, one of the monsters stopped moving. Its rearmost body segment glowed yellow. From there, the light gradually spread forward.

"Be careful. They hunt wyverns. They must have some other means of attack," Craig warned.

The next moment, the monster’s body hair stood on end, and an electric current coursed between the strands. A leg slammed down, and a Horse-Dragon that seemed to have barely dodged it reared up. The two knights riding it were thrown off.

"An electric current?"

I was surprised. Dragons breathed fire, so it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. Between fire and electricity, electricity was arguably more compatible with living organisms.

The monster shrouded in electricity soon returned to normal. But once again, the light began to rise from the tip of its abdomen like a gauge filling up.

"This is bad. More are coming," Maytyl said.

Another one emerged from the forest. It seemed to have noticed us. It was closing in.

Maytyl and the others focused their Spiral Flames on the monster’s head. Multiple blasts exploded near its eyes, and even the tough creature flinched. But as soon as the attack ceased, it resumed its advance.

Maytyl replaced her cartridge.

"This is the last one. Do you have a plan, Ricardo?"

"No, I can’t even form a hypothesis in this situation…"

It’s nothing to be proud of, but I am terrible at thinking on my feet.

"Then think of one. While we hold it off. Crenne."

Maytyl ran from the Horse-Dragon carriage toward a stand of trees with Crenne, loosing Spiral Flames as she went. It was reckless. The creature wasn’t that fast, but it was still huge. Far faster than a person could run.

"Wait a minute…"

"We’re counting on you."

A girl smaller than me was facing a gigantic enemy. And I was watching from behind a carriage. What a pathetic sight. I was the one who brought everyone here. I was the one who had invited this crisis.

Damn it. I have to think. That monster, or should I call it a Magic Insect. What is its weakness?

What did I find strange earlier? Insects are exoskeleton creatures. Exoskeletons are convenient for supporting small bodies, but the larger they get, the more the relationship between surface area and volume makes them unable to bear their own weight. While endoskeleton creatures like dinosaurs grew to tens of meters, insects never reached even one meter in size.

And yet, that thing is about five meters long. In truth, its spindly legs shouldn’t even be able to support its weight to walk.

The reason for that is simple. It is basically the same as the knights’ armor. A knight’s armor becomes strong and lightweight by channeling magical power through enchanted metal. The armor is a kind of exoskeleton. The monster must be the same, its exoskeleton reinforced with magic.

Which means… it has no weakness.

"Kyaa!"

"Your Highness!"

I heard a scream. I saw the monster, the patterns on its back pulsing, closing in on Maytyl. Crenne and another sorcerer were desperately firing Spiral Flames. The monster’s face turned toward Crenne. Crenne’s group moved through the forest, continuing their sporadic attacks on the creature. Its eyes followed them restlessly.

I was the only one who could move. I dashed out from behind the carriage and ran toward Maytyl. Amidst the heat of the deflected Spiral Flames, I somehow managed to reach her.

"Are you alright?"

"I twisted my ankle, just a little."

I hoisted Maytyl onto my back. Just as I tried to get away, the monster turned toward us.

"Maytyl, don’t bite your tongue."

With Maytyl on my back, I took a leap of faith and dove into the bushes. I heard a loud cracking sound behind me. The next instant, an impact slammed into my chest. My body flipped over as if I were doing a forward roll on a horizontal bar.

"Gah!"

I landed gracelessly on my back. Ah, so there was a tree branch behind the leaves. The moment I had that thought, I was smashed into the ground. It felt like all the air was forced out of my lungs at once. A sensation I hadn’t felt since my judo class in my past life, when I was thrown with an ippon-seoi-nage without a proper breakfall.

"Are you alright, Ricardo?"

Maytyl pushed herself up from the ground. Unlike her clumsy transporter, she had properly broken her fall.

I desperately tried to get my spasming lungs to work.

"Don’t let it get to Her Highness’s group!"

"Crenne. The cartridges won’t last much longer."

I could hear Crenne and the others’ frantic voices from beyond the bushes.

"Ricardo, you stay here."

Limping, Maytyl leaned against a tree and tried to return to the battlefield. But I, having somehow managed to catch my breath, grabbed her shoulder.

"*Wheeze*, *wheeze*… W-w-wait. I’ve, I’ve got a plan."

I said, desperately trying to get oxygen into my body. That’s right. There was another critical reason why insects could not grow large.

It was respiration. Whether human, dinosaur, or insect, animals consume a massive amount of energy compared to plants. The diets of both insects and birds are diverse within their categories. Their mouth shapes change readily to match.

But the mechanism of the respiratory system, for taking in oxygen, has a high degree of commonality within a category.

The evolution of the major animal phyla, their body plans, is characterized by their respiratory organs. That is how critical the efficiency of oxygen intake is.
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			With almost no exceptions, animals acquire energy by burning sugars and fats with oxygen. Just like an engine, they need not only fuel but also oxygen. There is another method called fermentation that does not use oxygen, but it is about twenty times less efficient.

Moreover, unlike a car, each and every cell has its own engine. Multicellular animals must constantly deliver oxygen to those engines that are not in direct contact with an oxygen source like the outside air or water. Unlike fuel, oxygen cannot be stored. Consequently, the relationship between breathing methods and oxygen concentration has been an extremely significant factor in determining the major direction of animal evolution, their body plan.

To use an economic analogy, oxygen concentration is like an interest rate. Companies absorb money from financial institutions by paying the cost of interest, and then use that money for their activities. If interest rates are high, inefficient companies that cannot cover the interest will go bankrupt. In a world with a five percent interest rate, only companies that can earn a profit of more than one hundred and six yen from one hundred yen can survive. But even a company that can make a profit of one hundred and ten yen from one hundred yen will go under if the interest rate rises to eleven percent.

In biology, this is what is called extinction. A mass extinction is equivalent to an entire industry being wiped out.

For example, it is probably hard to imagine what could cause the extinction of small organisms like trilobites, which existed in massive numbers all over the world. But it can be explained if you consider that their respiratory organs could not adapt to a drop in oxygen concentration. If food becomes scarce, they can just reduce their numbers. While this might be difficult for large animals, it is possible for small ones. But if the oxygen *concentration* decreases, every single individual becomes equally unable to survive.

In fact, the Earth's past has seen major fluctuations in oxygen concentration. And the mass extinctions known as the Big Five, with the exception of the one that wiped out the dinosaurs, all coincide with a drop in oxygen levels. The largest extinction event, the Permian mass extinction, occurred during a process where oxygen concentration plummeted from an all time high of thirty six percent to twelve percent.

Conversely, the very few companies that develop new methods of adaptation will sprout as new industries. The prosperity of the dinosaurs was due to their adaptation to low oxygen by developing efficient respiratory organs called Air Sacs. After an extinction, as oxygen levels recover, newly sprouted innovative species flourish, giving birth to various new enterprises.

In a sense, the evolution of life is a repetition of this cycle. A rise in interest rates, which is a drop in oxygen concentration, occurs periodically, destroying a large number of inefficient companies. Then, a drop in interest rates, a recovery of oxygen concentration, allows the innovative companies that survived to develop and prosper.

The efficiency of respiration, so crucial to life, is also greatly influenced by body size. For example, single celled organisms have no respiratory organs. This is because they are small. If a body is small, the oxygen that naturally enters through diffusion from the cell's surface is sufficient.

Next, living on land is a battle against dryness. Increasing surface area means losing precious water from the body.

Therefore, terrestrial creatures evolved lungs within their bodies to efficiently take in oxygen. The Air Sacs of dinosaurs and birds are prime examples. They use a large portion of their bodies to constantly bring fresh air to their blood through the lungs. Even human lungs use countless alveoli, like bunches of grapes, to expand their surface area.

But insects, with their small bodies, are different. An insect's respiratory system is nothing more than Spiracles, which are holes open to the outside, and tracheae, which are tubes connected to them. They have no mechanism to actively inhale air like lungs do and simply rely on air diffusion. They are also exoskeleton creatures. An exoskeleton creature is essentially a living being with something like wax spread over the surface of its skin.

Because their bodies are small, simply having tubes open to the outside is enough for the oxygen that naturally enters. The ratio of volume to surface area means that the smaller the body, the greater the relative surface area. As an exception, flying insects that consume large amounts of energy have created pseudo lungs inside their bodies, cavities formed by swelling parts of their tracheae, which they contract with their muscles.

Now, the insectoid monster before us is larger than we are. And I can see no wings. There should not be enough oxygen to support a body of this size. That leaves two possibilities. The first is that it supplements its energy by directly using magic. The other is indirect use.

I stare intently at the Magic Insect's body. The yellow patterns on its back were so prominent I did not notice it before, but there it is.

"Maytyl. Look at the side of that monster’s abdomen. There are some small patterns, right. Don’t they look like something?"

I pointed at a pattern resembling a spiral for Maytyl. Between the body segments, there were patterns that flickered on and off. Looking closely, I could see holes there, and the patterns were surrounding them.

"...They look like the fundamental magic characters for Spiral Flame."

And with the faint flickering of those patterns, the surrounding hairs were subtly swaying. Those patterns are probably manipulating gas molecules, just like Spiral Flame. Perhaps they are actively sending air into the Spiracles. In that case...

"I think that’s the monster’s respiratory organ. And it’s probably its weak point."

A Magic Seal, evolved to actively manipulate air and draw it into the body, just like Spiral Flame. I wonder if the similar shape is due to convergent evolution. In any case, those patterns are what give that monster enough oxygen to be active.

"...So?"

"Hit it with a Spiral Flame just as it lights up. Can you do it?"

"I’ll try, but I’ll have to get quite a bit closer."

"Got it."

I turned my back. Limping, Maytyl climbed onto me. It was autumn, yet we were both drenched in sweat.

A scorching, concentrated gas shot out from Maytyl’s Sorcery staff. The searing gas reached the pattern on the Magic Insect’s abdomen at the exact moment it lit up. The Spiral Flame, which seemed like it would be deflected by the body hair and diffuse, was sucked right into the Spiracle the instant the small pattern glowed. The monster writhed in agony. Smoke spewed from the hole that looked like a Spiracle.

"It’s working!"

Maytyl said, clinging to me from my back.

"A, alright. Next, destroy the Spiracle on the opposite side of the same body segment."

"Understood. Crenne."

Following my instructions, Maytyl and Crenne worked together to release a Spiral Flame. The enraged monster began to store up electricity. But the charge stopped just before the segment with the destroyed Spiracle.

The monster twisted its body in pain.

"Next. Destroy a Spiracle on a nearby segment, on the same side as before if possible."

"Why do we need to aim so precisely?"

"Well... Unlike humans, they have them on each segment..."

For a human, you just need to block a single mouth, but an insect’s Spiracles are on each body segment. Instead of delivering oxygen to the cells through the bloodstream, they extend branches directly to the cells to supply oxygen. Of course, the tracheae are connected inside, but if they are burned by the heated gas of a Spiral Flame, there is a chance they will get blocked. Even if not, I could expect the oxygen deprivation to become severe in localized areas.

"Crenne. Now is not the time for questions. We’ll do as Ricardo says. We need to finish up over here quickly."

Maytyl looked over at the others. Dagobard’s group was struggling against three, no, four monsters. Another Horse-Dragon had been lost, leaving them with eight. On top of that, they were being pushed back, their distance from us gradually increasing. In other words, they were being forced towards the lake.

"I’ll go tell them about the strategy."

"But..."

"I could be wrong, but this monster seems to have a strong tendency to decide its targets based on magic. I can probably get close safely."

From my observation, it had paid me almost no attention. If there was even a single dire wolf in the forest, I would be done for, but from the looks of things earlier, it was highly likely they were afraid of the Magic Insect and were staying away.

"...Understood. Take this with you. It is the seal of a royal who has entrusted you with their full authority."

Maytyl pulled off a ring and handed it to me. "Your Highness," Crenne said in a panic, but Maytyl stopped her with a hand and told her to resume the attack. While they did that, I ran straight towards the lake.

Dagobard was bravely fighting the Magic Insect at the very front. But he still could not do more than keep it at bay.

"Prince Dagobard!"

I shouted at the Empire’s prince.

"Ricardo Vinder. What are you doing here. Don't you see the situation?"

"Look at that. I have a plan to strike the monster’s weak point."

I yelled while holding out the ring.

"Those yellow patterns on its side. Hit them with a Spiral Flame the moment they light up. They’re the Magic Insect’s respiratory organs, and they’re its weakness."

"How am I supposed to understand with just that explanation?"

"Here!"

I threw the jar filled with IG-1 that I was holding in my hand at the monster. With a basha sound, the monster’s Spiracle was stained green. At the same time, its flickering ceased. The Magic Insect seemed annoyed and rubbed the inhibited Magic Seal with its leg.

"...Knights of the Kingdom, dismount your Horse-Dragons. Craig, while we provide a diversion, aim for that pattern with Spiral Flame. He says it’s on the complete opposite side."

"Understood."

At Dagobard’s words, Craig-dono and the others dismounted their Horse-Dragons. Dagobard’s group approached the monster I had thrown the IG-1 at.

Dagobard drew the Magic Insect’s attention. Meanwhile, Craig-dono got closer to its side. Craig-dono and his men focused their Spiral Flames. Their accuracy was not quite on par with Maytyl’s group, but one of the Spiral Flames caught a small pattern. The Spiracle spewed smoke. The monster that had been bearing down on Dagobard’s Horse-Dragon troop, about to crush them, began to struggle. The Horse-Dragons slipped through the gaps between its legs.

Behind me, there was a thud. The Magic Insect Maytyl had been fighting had flipped over onto the ground, its legs twitching. With that, the balance tilted in favor of humanity, our side.

With Maytyl’s group joining the attack, the outcome was decided. After Dagobard’s spear gouged out the Magic Seal on the Spiracle of a monster whose current had died down, the last and largest Magic Insect fell.

"We managed somehow, didn’t we."

Maytyl said as she joined us, wiping her cheek. Crenne was supporting her limping superior.

"...We lost two Horse-Dragons."

Dagobard said. Fortunately, the knights riding them were apparently unharmed, but the knights who had received an electric shock through the Horse-Dragons were still unable to stand. One could not say it was *only* two. Horse-Dragons are precious. It could mean that a village in the Empire that could have been saved will now perish. Dagobard’s gaze fell upon me, and I stiffened involuntarily. This exploration was my proposal.

I believed it was necessary, but if I were to be accused of underestimating an unknown danger after seeing the purple magic, I could not argue.

"I trust this will yield results worthy of the cost."

The fact that he had no intention of blaming me emotionally was, conversely, a heavy pressure. I looked straight at Dagobard and nodded.

"For that, please give me just a little more time."

I explained about the Glacial Varved Clay. In truth, we should probably leave this place as soon as possible. But Dagobard decided to continue. In the meantime, Maytyl proceeded with collecting samples.

"As expected of a place next to the Blood Mountains, they have some incredible creatures here."

"It’s the Mountains of Despair. Now that we know how to defeat them, they’re no longer a threat, but still..."

Craig-dono and Dagobard were talking in front of the monster’s carcass.

"As usual, Ricardo, who figured out the monster’s weakness, is up to something."

"Hmph. What is he planning?"

I casually tried to avoid the two of them and approached the monster. Of course, I was spotted.

"No, I was just checking something..."

As I said that, I looked at the tips of its slender legs. They were single-pronged. Covered in short body hair, they did not look like they could carve stone. Next, I moved to its back. I peered into the gaps between the segments that corresponded to its thorax. ...There was not even a trace.

But it still bothered me. This thing looks like something.

"Just in case, can we take one of the smallest ones back with us?"

I pointed to the smallest individual, one about the size of a Horse-Dragon.

"Give me a reason."

"At this stage, I can only say it bothers me. But if this monster, no, this Magic Insect was drawn to the purple light, it might be related to the calamity."

"...We’ll carry it as far as Mardras. We might be able to obtain new materials from it."

Dagobard prodded the exoskeleton covering the Magic Insect's body with his spear. In short, he would grant my request, but ownership would belong to the Empire.

"That is more than enough."

I nodded.
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			"Here you are, Tritt-sama."

The lady attendant placed my usual cup before me. I felt a little uneasy about how accustomed I had become to having my own personal cup in the princess’s private chambers. I hurriedly bowed my head deeply. "Thank you very much, Cattleya-sama."

I believe she was the third daughter of some noble, here at the Grand Duke’s residence for etiquette training. If we were to meet anywhere else, I would not even be permitted to raise my head.

Sherry, by the way, was the one who told me this. She had said, "...We can't let ourselves be corrupted by Vinder!" Although, to avoid that sort of situation, we usually take care of these things ourselves.

Today’s work participants were me, Sherry, and Natalie. Mia was absent, which was unusual. Natalie, not being used to this, was tense but managing to keep her composure. She kept looking at my face as if wanting to say something. Sherry’s gaze was directed toward the window. She looked worried. According to her way of doing things, getting emotionally invested in people from another world should be a dangerous thing.

A lone woman stood looking at the distant sky through the large window. She was the mistress of this room, and the niece of this mansion’s master. She was the king’s adopted daughter, the Oracle Princess, and the holy maiden who would save the kingdom.

She had blue and silver hair that seemed to draw the light to itself. She had a delicate frame, a small face, and a sharp, slender chin. Even without all her titles, her beauty, which one might even call divine, would remain unchanged. Yet what filled her heart right now was likely the sort of trouble a girl her age would have.

Thinking that gave me the courage to step up beside her. Beneath her fine, long eyelashes were eyes filled with sorrow. Considering her gaze was fixed on the north, it was obvious who the beautiful princess was thinking of.

I know I’m supposed to be on Mia’s side... but seeing her like this, I can't just leave her alone.

"Alfina-sama. The tea seems to be ready."

"...Oh, ah, I’m sorry for spacing out. Thank you, Rilka."

"Not at all. I understand you're worried about Vinder."

When I said that, Alfina-sama looked surprised. I mean, even if there’s a world of difference between our social standing, we’re still girls. Besides, everyone here knows Vinder is made of nothing but recklessness and audacity.

"Today we have a steamed confection with red bean paste wrapped in a buckwheat dough. Please enjoy it with some matcha."

A small, round, brownish sweet sat on a plate shaped like a deep green leaf. Inside was smooth red bean paste. The robust buckwheat dough paired well with the rich sweetness of the paste. The dough was moist, so perhaps it used honey as well. It was an incredible luxury, yet its taste was simple and its appearance plain. My merchant’s sense told me this would not sell.

...So buckwheat and red bean paste go well together.

Vinder’s preferences were definitely a factor here. That man’s sense of sweetness is strange. No one would normally use ingredients so boldly. Well, Natalie, who somehow makes his unreasonable demands work, is amazing too.

I mean, what is with that guy? He ate an ice cream that surprised not just us, but even Alfina-sama and the Grand Duke, and his only reaction was a look that said, "Oh, this is pretty good."

"It’s delicious. Thank you, Natalie. Are you sure this is alright? You haven’t received payment from my aunt, have you."

Alfina-sama said with a worried tone.

"Think of it as having you sample a product candidate. Besides, the ingredients were all provided by everyone here."

Natalie said, looking at Sherry and me.

"Well, thank you both."

"Not at all." "Th, that's right. It's too much."

Sherry and I became flustered. This was not out of deference to the princess. Compared to the value of the information that Vinder was trying to popularize dishes using buckwheat flour, the cost of ingredients was a rounding error. First of all, Alfina-sama is one of Vinder’s stockholders. In a sense, this was Alfina-sama’s treat.

"Um, it must be tough for you too, Natalie. This was Vinder’s idea, wasn’t it. Developing new products even while he’s away... Ah."

Sherry had misspoken.

"Fufu, Ricardo-kun seems to rely on you a great deal too, Sherry, so I imagine you understand," Alfina-sama said with a smile.

Sherry turned pale. This probably wasn't a warning shot or anything... but it was certain that Alfina-sama envied us for being swept up in Vinder’s affairs. Not because of the financial benefits, of course. Just how smitten is she.

"I... um, well, I had a hard time because he suddenly asked me to prepare matcha right before he left for the Empire..."

"Oh, I heard from Mia that she was grateful you had prepared it in advance."

You could say she has adapted to Vinder. It also meant he was promoting matcha all the way in the Empire. It would be difficult for Belmini, who dealt in vegetables, to start exporting abroad, but they need a product like that to get involved with the new city. What our company will do is a source of worry for us.

I once heard him say something like, "I wish we had eggs you could eat raw," but that’s just too unreasonable.

Incidentally, until that meeting at the Food Guild, my father and Sherry’s father were both wary of Vinder. They probably saw him as some upstart aiming to marry into wealth. Now, it’s just a funny story.

"Wh, what about you, Rilka."

While I was lost in thought, my childhood friend sold me out.

"He hasn’t asked me for anything in particular. Though I still think he works Mia too hard. Oh, but you would know that well, Alfina-sama."

I was actually curious about the relationship between the two of them living in the same mansion. I didn’t think someone like Alfina-sama would kick Mia out, but...

"The Vinder Company couldn’t function without Mia. I worry because the paperwork seems to pile up every time I visit her room."

I felt a sense of relief at Alfina-sama’s words. I knew she was this kind of person, but many girls change when that subject is involved. Not that Sherry or I have any time for that sort of talk, thanks to Vinder keeping us so busy. Though, if word gets out that we’re here like this now, the number of potential suitors would surely skyrocket.

"Then again, I may not be one to talk. There is much that Mia teaches me. She is like a dependable little sister to me."

For a moment, the air at the table nearly froze. I don’t think she meant it that way. But no, if you read into it, does it mean she would accept that kind of relationship? Sherry also looked troubled. As for Natalie, her expression had become a complete blank.

"What about you, Natalie. What do you think of Ricardo-kun?"

The spearhead, no, the conversation, was turned toward the silent Natalie. Her eyes darted left and right.

"I am, so to speak, Vinder’s employee, so please forgive me from offering an evaluation of my employer."

She dodged it smoothly. Is she perhaps the most formidable one here?

"...Vinder arrived safely in Maldraz, right."

Sherry said. I had heard the report came in. The Crown Prince is with him, so if anything were to happen, it would be a national incident.

"Th, that's right. He’s probably off picking out souvenirs or something right about now."

Yes, souvenirs that are actually seeds for his next business venture, also known as unreasonable demands... We all gave faint smiles. Considering our current capacity, it was no laughing matter. But Alfina-sama cast her face down.

"U, um, Alfina-sama. Did something happen with Vinder before he left?"

Everyone had noticed that the two of them were acting strangely before his departure.

"...I said something terrible to Ricardo-kun. So I’m sure he..."

Alfina-sama looked as if it were the end of the world. For the first time, we learned of the conversation she had before Vinder went north.

"It's Vinder's fault."

"Y, yeah, Vinder’s at fault."

"...I think so too."

We were all in agreement. Even Natalie, who had just said she couldn’t evaluate her employer, clenched her fist and declared it. How does he so precisely get on a girl’s last nerve? I know he’s a guy who couldn’t care less about self preservation, but this is on the level of an art form.

Of course, we know Vinder is going to unreasonable lengths for Alfina-sama’s sake.

"And, even before that..."

Alfina-sama haltingly told us about what had happened at the cathedral before. What, he actually... no!

So in other words, it was like Vinder almost assaulted her. No, when you think about it, it was a total setup. We had just heard something incredible. I'm happy that she trusts us enough to tell us such a thing, but... oh dear.

We all exchanged glances. A silent pact was formed that this must never be spoken of outside this room.

"It was because I prioritized my duty... But even after that, though we were in the same mansion..."

Finally, a complaint about Vinder escaped Alfina-sama’s lips. The atmosphere, contrary to expectation, relaxed. A princess, even one called the holy maiden of national salvation, is just a normal girl.

"I, in that kind of situation... you could invite him over under another pretext."

Sherry crossed a dangerous line. I wonder if she’s panicking. But no one stopped her.

"What about the tactic of saying you had a scary dream about the prophecy..."

"Wha, I, I couldn’t possibly use my duty for something like that..."

Even Natalie offered an idea. That tactic seemed like it would be quite effective. Though, knowing Alfina-sama’s personality, I doubt she could do it. And what in the world are we even talking about.

"I was so relieved to hear the report that Ricardo-kun had arrived safely in Maldraz, but then he’s with Princess Maytyl and Princess Lisabet... To find myself worrying about such things... Ah."

Alfina-sama turned bright red. She seemed to have realized what she was saying.

Yes, yes, it’s all Vinder’s fault, so please don’t worry, Alfina-sama. We all watched the blushing Alfina-sama with warm eyes.

Well, I’m on Mia’s side, but Alfina-sama is... she’s my friend now, too.

"...Well then, let’s continue our work. We need to organize the information so we can complete the inspection as quickly and efficiently as possible. I need everyone’s cooperation."

Alfina-sama, having calmed down, spoke. The girls’ tea time was over. Now it was time to resume our important work, work that the fate of the country might hang upon. Before Alfina-sama, who had returned from the south, heads to the west, we were to cross-reference her prophecies with what we know about the lives of ordinary people and places far from noble estates.

"I must return to the cathedral as soon as possible and extract the primary information from the crystal."

I was just a little concerned that what she was doing seemed to deviate from what Vinder wanted. But then again, Vinder himself was heading into dangerous magical lands even if Alfina-sama tried to stop him. They may have their own circumstances and reasons, but first and foremost, they do it for each other.

I suppose they’re a good match in that sense. A precarious one, so much so that we can’t possibly... no, it's impossible.

"First, based on the hypothesis that the scenes reflected in the calamity are centered on high places..."

Alfina-sama announced our course of action. Still, primary information and hypotheses. Those aren’t words you expect to hear from a princess. She was always intelligent, but I even started to think she would be a tough opponent if she were a business partner.

Well, I suppose most of that is Vinder's influence.
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			We had a terrible time at the very end, but the journey back from the Dragon Mountains was smooth. The only issue was how dreadfully cramped the inside of the horse-dragon carriage was, occupied as it was by the corpses of Magic Insects.

The day after we returned to Maldoras, I headed for the room next to the dining hall, which had become Maytyl’s workspace. In the corridor along the way, knights in differing armor stood guard, speaking with one another.

Perhaps it was a blessing in disguise, because the atmosphere between the knights of both nations had clearly changed. It seems even Craig and Dagobard had shared drinks last night.

Considering our goal is to cooperate with the Empire for the next calamity, this is a positive development. The problem is that my own responsibility is growing heavier and heavier as a result.

The knights noticed me and bowed their heads in unison. I bowed even more deeply in return.

During this expedition, we lost two precious horse-dragons, and three knights were injured. To be specific, two of the injured were from the Empire, and one was from the Kingdom. It was a loss we would not have suffered if we had not pressed on to the Dragon Mountains.

The value of going that far now hinges on how much information we can extract from the samples we brought back. Dagobard’s words, that we must produce results worthy of the damage incurred, weigh heavily on my heart. What will happen if my hypothesis is wrong. Well, objectively speaking, it would be better if the next calamity was no different than usual.

Even if my hypothesis about a dragon swarm is correct, it won’t make anyone happy, myself included.

"There you are, Ricardo. Just a moment. Hup."

"No, I’ll come to you, so please stay seated."

Maytyl, who had pushed herself up from her desk, came hobbling toward me. Her left foot was wrapped in bandages. Apparently, in the Empire, a sprained ankle doesn’t count as an injury. I rushed over to her side.

"You’re making a fuss."

"Your Highness, after being pushed to such extremes. You must take better care of yourself."

Crenne admonished her. It goes without saying who did the pushing. The glare from Iris through the crack in the door is terrifying.

"Speaking of which, I should return this."

I tried to hand over the ring Maytyl had entrusted to me.

"You keep that, Ricardo. It’s a sort of identification, so it shouldn’t be a bother."

"Your Highness, that is…"

"Besides, at a glance you look like nothing more than a commoner, Ricardo."

"It’s not that I look like a commoner. I am a commoner."

"Yes, yes. Now then, let’s begin our consultation on the analysis that the futures of the Empire and the Kingdom depend on."

Maytyl ignored my protest and got straight to the point. I suppose it can’t be helped. We do have to decide on our plan going forward.

"In my opinion, analyzing the magic veins should be our first priority. It’s a bit dull to stick to the plan, but…"

It would be the first time analyzing Glacial Varved Clay. And we would have to read a record far longer than that of Tree Rings. Moreover, the special Purple Light magic is involved.

"You’re right…"

But…

"What is it? Do you have something more interesting in mind?"

"No, I don’t disagree with the plan. Our goal is to prove that the next calamity will be the same as the one four hundred years ago, which means proving that similar magic vein activity is occurring now as it did back then."

The magic veins are indeed the priority.

"Shall we start with the Tree Rings, for which a method has already been established?" Crenne said.

"As Crenne says, shall we take the steady approach? Well, with something like purple magic involved, even that might not be so straightforward."

"That’s the thing…"

The Blood Mountains, and the magic in the Dragon Mountains with its abnormal energy. And the crystal’s…

"It’s a shame Fulsy isn’t here. That old man is a monster when it comes to measurements. Say, shouldn’t we contact the Kingdom and have them start selecting a catalyst that reacts to purple? We could send a letter along with that claw mark."

"That’s true, but…"

I hesitated. If we want to use purple magic in the Kingdom, we have no choice but to rely on Alfina’s help.

"Striking preemptively is your creed, isn’t it Ricardo? How overprotective."

"In, in any case, let’s analyze the purple magic with Iris first. That way, we’ll have a better idea of the requirements…"

"...Fine. By the way, Crenne. What’s the status of the Ancient Dragon’s Eye?"

"I have sent instructions to the Imperial Capital to gather records from the period when the Priestess of the Ancient Dragon’s Eye failed to produce a successor. I told them to be thorough in collecting even the oldest records."

"How is it?"

"That helps."

"It’s a little vexing, but this is the biggest point I can score to put Ricardo in my debt. I can’t pass it up for the sake of the Empire’s national interests."

Maytyl said with a sulk. If a debt to you is all it costs, then please, pile it on as much as you like.

"Alright, so the plan is to analyze the magic veins. While we’re measuring the Tree Rings, we’ll search for a method to analyze the Glacial Varved Clay. That works, right? Crenne, hurry and increase the number of Irises. We should probably hasten the measurement of the Empire’s magic veins. The Dragon Mountains that emitted the purple magic are far away, but considering the recent instability of the magic veins, we can’t be complacent."

"I understand. My hometown is in the east, after all."

Bang.

Suddenly, the door to the room swung open. A man in black clothes swaggered into what was, for all intents and purposes, the Imperial Princess’s space.

"Ricardo Vinder. I have something to discuss with you regarding the handling of that monster’s corpse."

"Ah, here comes trouble," Maytyl said with a shrug of her shoulders.

"Maytyl, if you have something to say, say it."

"I just thought it was something to come and fetch him yourself. But I suppose it’s true, after seeing the power of Ricardo’s knowledge firsthand, well…"

"This is strictly based on necessity and the Empire’s interests. In the first place, the one who brought that thing back was…"

"I’m sure it is. Well, I suppose I’ll lend him to you for now. That’s right, I had an idea about controlling the horse-dragons using a Sorcery Silver circuit. I’ll tell you about it later."

◇◇

The black Magic Insect’s corpse had been placed in a shed in the garden. Snow brought down from the mountain was spread underneath it. It was being stored with surprising care.

"That."

Dagobard signaled to a subordinate waiting at his side. The subordinate unfolded a black cloth. Lying there was a single Magic Crystal.

"This monster’s core is a crimson Magic Crystal."

"...I see."

I thought the color looked deep when I saw it on the mountain, and I was right. It seems to be related to the purple magic. Perhaps the crimson magic can charge a normal red Magic Crystal, and the purple magic can charge a crimson one.

"The Dragon Mountains are far from the Empire. No matter what powerful monsters exist there, they are no threat to us. In fact, this is a type of monster that has never appeared in the Empire."

"I see," I replied with a reserved nod.

"Hmph. I have many questions about how you saw through that special monster’s weakness. But in any case, it is not an immediate threat to the Empire. And for your side…"

Dagobard looked at me with probing eyes.

"Are you suggesting that for me, someone who wants to exterminate the dragons, it could be considered an ally?"

It eats dragons and has no flight capabilities, so it won’t come near the new city. It’s what you would call a "beneficial insect." If there were a major outbreak and they devoured all the dragons, I can’t imagine how much easier the construction of the new city would become.

"One thing is, I believe my concern upon seeing this is the same as Her Highness’s," I said, looking at the crimson-"esque" Magic Crystal.

"There are places deep within the Empire’s magic veins where crimson Magic Crystals can be found. Assuming that type of monster, let’s call them Magic Insects, can produce crimson Magic Crystals, then it would mean that in the past, those Magic Insects also inhabited the Empire’s domain."

Dagobard nodded with a bitter expression.

"The other thing is the question of whether the dragons could have lived so peacefully if the Magic Insects were originally native to the Dragon Mountains."

"...In other words, they have appeared recently. Most likely from the Mountains of Despair."

"Yes. If that purple magic is related to the next calamity, I believe this is a phenomenon we cannot ignore…"

It’s an unknown Magic Insect, and we know nothing about it at this point. How should we analyze it? I feel like there was an insect similar to this in my past life, and if only I could remember what it was…

My and Dagobard’s gazes turned to the giant insect inside the shed.

"Lord Ricardo. I would like to speak with you about a new trade deal…"

A voice called out from behind us. When we turned, Princess Lisabet and a portly man were standing there.

"This is hardly the time for such trivial matters," Dagobard said, glaring at Princess Lisabet.

No, that’s actually my main job…
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			"It has been a while, Lord Emissary."

As I entered the small reception room, a portly man spoke to me. Judging by his attire, he was a noble from the Empire. He should not underestimate the memory of a merchant from the Kingdom, especially one who pays close attention to dress.

"…If I recall, you are Count Biral, are you not."

I managed to pull the name from my memory. He was the Imperial envoy I had seen at the royal palace after the dragon subjugation in Kurtheite. He was also the man who had used Lisabet as a decoy and fled back to the Empire. We did not exactly have a pleasant history. The same could be said for Dagobard and Maytyl, however.

"No, no. Former count, I'm afraid."

Biral gave a dry laugh. He was from a branch of the count's main family and had apparently earned the position of envoy through his own merit. But because someone... did certain things, he had lost that position. What did he want with me? Surely not revenge.

"Lord Biral's main family manages the lands north of the Imperial Capital. The product you seek, Lord Ricardo, is produced there..."

Lisabet explained, seemingly finding it difficult to speak, as I instinctively recoiled. The product I sought? From the north? What could it be?

"I heard this is what you are looking for."

Biral placed a tightly sealed jar on the table. When he broke the seal, a fragrant aroma wafted up.

"Huh, this scent..."

I tilted my head, looking at the black objects inside the jar. The unmistakable, characteristic aroma was that of cacao. They called it *cacaurus* in the Empire, I believe. I had wondered how cacao could exist in the northern Empire, but of all places, it was from even further north. What was the deal with cacao in this world?

"Hmm. From your reaction, it seems you are aware that this cannot be grown except in warm climates."

Damn, he read me.

Biral explained. North of the Imperial Capital, there was land where hot water welled up, and it was apparently grown there. Naturally, the warm water was also used for wheat production. It seemed the output was quite limited.

"Now then, I have no issue with offering this to you, Lord Emissary, but I would like to hear your reason for being interested in it."

Biral's words implied it was a gift. That would not do.

"No, this is for something larger than my personal use... um, please wait a moment."

I rummaged through my documents. There it was. Mia's report on the current demand and future projections for red bean paste in the Kingdom. The current demand is about this much, so...

I wrote down the projected demand for the paste on a piece of paper. Biral's face contorted as he looked at the number. No, no, that's the pre-calculation figure.

"Yes, ultimately we will need about three times this amount. Ten times, if possible."

Considering the potential demand for chocolate, even ten times was an underestimate.

"Hahaha, that's impossible. Surely you are not about to ask me to sell you seedlings."

Biral's voice had dropped somewhat. When a negotiator's first word is "impossible," it usually means it is truly impossible.

"Of course not. Based on what you've said, they likely would not grow in the Kingdom anyway."

"Then are you telling us to stop producing wheat and plant nothing but *cacaurus*?"

Oh, that's a good idea. Slap them in the face with bundles of cash and turn them into a monoculture economy based on a cash crop. Then, while threatening their now indispensable supply of staple food, drive down the price of their product.

...Of course, I was not thinking anything of the sort. That method does not expand the scale of the economy.

"An idea just came to me, but could production not be increased with more efficient use of the hot water? Specifically, by using its heat in stages."

I spoke like a merchant... as a merchant.

"...And what do you mean by that?"

"Run the hot water through pipes and bury those pipes in the fields. Make small holes in the pipes to provide the minimum amount of water necessary for cultivating *cacaurus*. If humidity is needed, you could perhaps bury the pipes halfway. Then, send the water that has passed through the *cacaurus* fields to the wheat fields. The water temperature required for wheat should not be an issue even after it has warmed the *cacaurus* fields, no?"

This was a so called cascade utilization of heat. An agricultural version of it.

"Another thing is, it might be worth analyzing the magic in the region where the hot water wells up."

There was probably no magma in this world. Instead, a source of magic existed beneath the ground. I imagined a magic source where Earth's core would be, surrounded by something that resisted the flow of magic, analogous to Earth's mantle. In places where mountain ranges formed, it was like this,

Air Mountain Surface --◇-- Mantle

In other words, the weight pushed down not only from above, but also deeper into the mantle below. If a substance that conducted magic easily was present in the mountain range, then the mountain would be closer to the core. That was my hypothesis on the true nature of magic veins.

Magic rarely interacted with ordinary matter. That meant it produced almost no heat. But perhaps at certain wavelengths, it did interact slightly. Or maybe there was a significant difference in the amount of magic-interactive substances within the land itself.

For example, if the mantle-equivalent was exposed, it was possible that the magic it absorbed was being converted into heat.

"To expand *cacaurus* production while maintaining wheat production... it's a dreamlike proposition. However, how would one make these pipes..."

"With sorcerous metals. They do not rust, they have no negative impact on the soil, and the size and spacing of the holes can be freely changed. Once installed, the maintenance costs would be minimal, would they not."

I said. Biral's face twisted.

"Do you have any idea how much that would cost?"

"That is why I have this demand figure. *Cacaurus* is a luxury good. If the Kingdom generates this level of demand, it will be worth the investment."

I pointed to the number for ten times the demand. Biral swallowed. A moment ago he had completely dismissed it, but now he was hesitating.

"Is there truly that much demand?"

There definitely was. But simply saying so lacked persuasive power. If I remembered correctly, the Empire consumed it as a sort of hot chocolate. In that case, I should probably show them a contrasting way of eating it.

"If the opportunity arises, I shall introduce you to a frozen confection made with choco... *cacaurus*. Once you taste it, I believe you will understand that the applications for *cacaurus* are extremely broad."

"That is something to look forward to. And then... what is your benefit in providing this sort of knowledge?"

Biral's expression had changed. This was likely how he looked back at the royal palace.

"Of course we want the *cacaurus* itself, but for trade between the Kingdom and the Empire to expand, we need a greater variety of appealing products besides Magic Crystals and sorcerous metals. The more goods that travel between our two nations, the more our city profits."

"That is true," Lisabet chimed in.

"Increasing the volume of trade between the Imperial Capital, located near the northernmost part of the Empire, and the Kingdom will help raise the overall level of commerce. Economically, that is the benefit."

"I see. And politically..."

Biral looked at Lisabet.

"Is it bait for the factions in and around the Imperial Capital who are wary of expanding trade with the Kingdom?"

Biral said this, though he himself was likely one of them. The power the Imperial Capital used to control the Empire was undoubtedly its command over elite anti-monster units. But another source of power was its food production capacity. If trade with the Kingdom expanded, the Empire as a whole might see its food insecurity disappear, but the Imperial Capital's dominance would wane.

"That is your own domestic problem... Well, all of this is contingent on averting the calamity. As you said just now, to recoup such a massive investment, a stable, long term trade relationship is also essential."

At my words, Lisabet and Biral's gazes met.

"I hear you were quite active at the Flying Dragon Mountains. A region the Empire could not touch, despite being right next door, is like your own garden, is it, Lord Emissary?"

"Not at all. I was just trembling behind the sorcerers and knights. I only made it back safely thanks to Prince Dagobard and Princess Maytyl."

Biral shrugged and stood up. "I shall look forward to that frozen confection you mentioned," he said, and left. I saw him to the doorway. His portly back disappeared around a corner in the hallway.

Lisabet looked at me. Now then, what was next?

"...Right, that Negative Magic Crystal thing—"

"What shall we do about that frozen confection you mentioned? I wonder if we can find the ingredients in Maldoras."

Lisabet asked, seeming a little restless. Huh? Wait a minute. Did I reel in someone I did not need to?

"...Let's see. We can probably get ice. I brought sugar with me. After that, if we have milk, cream, and eggs..."

"Let us check."

Led by Lisabet, I went to the kitchen, where a handmaiden entered holding a basket. I believed she was Anne, one of Lisabet's attendants.

"Princess Lisabet. Regarding the meal for the Kingdom's envoy, we've acquired something a little unusual... ah."

For some reason, Anne looked troubled when she saw me.

"Unusual? Ah, I see. For the Lord Emissary, this might be..."

Lisabet gave a wry smile, removed the cover from the basket, and showed it to me. Inside was a brownish, cardboard-like object. It was unmistakably a honeycomb. Judging by its shape, it was from the wild, not from beekeeping. Incidentally, it was not filled with honey, but with...

"Do people in the Kingdom eat bee larvae..."

"Um, as for me..."

I trailed off. I knew. I heard they ate them in mountainous regions in my past life in Japan. In a way, they were like shrimp. They say crabs are close to spiders, after all.

I looked at the bee larvae squirming inside the nest. Uneri uneri. Looking closely, I could see the larvae arranged neatly inside the nest, showing their gradual growth.

Next to the plump larvae were pupae. And their color was gradually darkening. It was a living specimen of an insect's developmental stages.

I was about to turn my face away when something caught my attention. Wait a minute, this is... Right, that thing is...

"Complete Metamorphosis!" I cried out without thinking.

"What is this all of a sudden!? Is eating bee larvae that strange in the Kingdom?"

Lisabet looked bewildered. Anne shot me a harsh glare. ...She probably thought I had called her mistress a pervert.

Of course, as a man dedicated to self-preservation, I would never say something so rude. I had just thought of an ominous possibility regarding that Magic Insect.

I stared at the bee larvae. No, wait, that Magic Insect definitely had legs. The larvae of insects with Complete Metamorphosis, like bees, flies, butterflies, and moths, do not have such well-formed legs...

No, it was possible. I thought it resembled something, and now I knew. That Magic Insect looked like a ladybug larva. Ladybugs are beetles, and beetles also undergo Complete Metamorphosis.

"Excuse me. Please let me borrow this."

I had to verify my current hypothesis immediately.
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			What if the monster's true identity was that type of creature.

I pondered this as I walked briskly down the hallway. If my prediction was correct, we would have to fundamentally reconsider the nature of the calamity monster. It belonged to what I could only call the worst possible biological category. In my past life on Earth, they were the most prosperous animal group. Their population numbers were simply incomparable to mammals like humans.

The phrase "a swarm of monsters," found in the four hundred year old records, could become a literal reality, or perhaps something on an even greater scale.

"Ricardo-dono. Where are we going?"

Lisabet asked from behind me. She was still holding the honeycomb. Right, verification first. Thankfully, I had a method.

"My apologies. We are here."

Knights from both the Kingdom and the Empire stood guard before the door. I asked them to announce us. When the door opened, Dagobard and Craig looked over at me.

"What is it, Ricardo?" "..."

Between them lay a map of the flying dragons' territory, with two kinds of pieces placed upon it. Surely the next heads of state were not playing chess for control of the border.

"I am sorry for the intrusion, Your Highness Dagobard. Something has come up that I must investigate immediately regarding that larva, I mean, that Magic Insect. I would like your permission for a dissection."

Dagobard glanced at Craig.

"It seems urgent."

Craig began clearing the pieces from the table.

"Everyone, come with me."

Dagobard shrugged and gave the order to his men. I worried this was getting a little dramatic for the verification stage, but I suppose we would need the extra hands to take that thing apart.

"...What is it? We were just finally getting some sleep..."

Crenne said, rubbing her eyes as she opened her door.

"Faah... This isn't a nighttime visit, is it? It's daytime. ...Ah, you have thought of something again. Just a moment, I will get changed."

Maytyl said with a yawn. All I really needed was a needle and a magnifying glass from them.

◇◇

"Perhaps you should start by explaining what you have thought of?"

Craig said to me as I led the entourage of national leaders down the corridor. It was so shocking that I had forgotten to explain.

"It is about the monster, or rather, the Magic Insect we fought earlier. I think it had another transformation, not just a metamorphosis, left to go."

"Transformation? I do not understand."

"Essentially, the Magic Insect we struggled so much against may have been nothing more than a larva."

"Maytyl, tell me what he is talking about."

Dagobard said to Maytyl with a look of resignation.

"I don't know either. Um, Lisabet, what happened?"

"Yes, as soon as Ricardo-dono saw this, he suddenly..."

Lisabet showed the honeycomb to Dagobard. Right, this was the perfect thing to use.

"First, please picture a bee. Its body and legs are segmented, it has six legs, and it breathes using a tracheal system. These are the characteristics of a biological category called insects. And they are shared by that Magic Insect. Are you with me so far?"

"You explained that back on the mountain."

"Then, please look at this hive. As you can see, insects change their form drastically as they grow. The most extreme type is a process called Complete Metamorphosis, where the larva and the adult look like completely different creatures. Think of the difference between a caterpillar and a butterfly."

I showed them the honeycomb.

"I know that much... So you are saying that monster is the same?"

"...That it will grow even more... and gain wings?"

The prince and the crown prince showed their understanding.

"Yes."

Even among insects that undergo incomplete metamorphosis, there are species where the adult and larval forms are very different. Dragonflies and cicadas, for example. The adult and larval stages of these two species live in completely different environments, so their shapes change significantly. But even so, the larva still has small wings.

I had checked the back of the defeated Magic Insect for developing wings and was relieved to find none. But for an insect that undergoes Complete Metamorphosis, it is a different story. As you know from caterpillars, the larva has no trace of wings. At least, not anywhere visible.

"I understand your explanation. But you said you had never seen that thing before, Ricardo. What proof is there that the Magic Insect is the same as this bee, that it will become a Pupa or grow wings?"

Maytyl posed the question. It seemed less like she doubted my idea and more like her curiosity had been piqued. Indeed, Dagobard's eyebrows shot up.

Among insects that undergo Complete Metamorphosis, there are some, like silkworms, whose adults have wings but cannot fly. It is impossible to tell which kind it is just by looking at the larva.

Moreover, that Magic Insect was a creature that had evolved over a long period of time after coming to this world. It might have discarded its wings in the process of evolution. But it is possible to determine all of that at once.

"There is a way to prove both that the Magic Insect undergoes Complete Metamorphosis and that the adult has wings."

I pointed to the largest bee larva. The body of the plump, round larva. Within it, the future adult lay dormant.

◇◇

I placed the bee larva on a board and ran the tip of a sharply honed needle down its squishy white body. Wincing at the fluid that spurted out, I slit open its back. The digestive tract that took up most of its body, the thin tracheae entwined around it, and the grape-like clusters of fat.

Pushing them aside, I found the small tissues I was looking for. I carefully extracted the disc-shaped objects with the needle.

"Please check if there are tissues similar to these inside the Magic Insect."

I handed the magnifying glass to Dagobard. On either side of the dissected bee larva, the small tissues were arranged. Six circular tissues, and two pairs of tissues shaped like thick-handled rice paddles, one large and one small.

The only ones I had ever seen were from a drosophila in a biology lab in my past life, but they looked the same. Was this a case of ontogeny recapitulating phylogeny?

"So there are identical things inside."

"I was hoping there would not be..."

Dagobard swung his sword at the back of the Magic Insect's corpse, which had been dragged into the garden. The hard exoskeleton split open. His subordinates helped the crown prince. Craig's party lent a hand as well. A dissection show was being performed in her own garden, but Lisabet remained composed, giving instructions for water and cloths.

"...This is what you were talking about."

Dagobard placed a circular tissue on the ground. Craig and Maytyl watched with great interest. The tissue was large enough to be held in two arms and had a concentric, circular structure.

"Were there three on each side near the thorax?"

"...Yes."

The legs, without a doubt. That confirmed it was a creature that underwent Complete Metamorphosis.

I handed the magnifying glass to Craig and Maytyl. Craig politely offered it to Maytyl, who used it to examine the dissected bee.

"Please search a little more toward its back. I think you will probably find tissues shaped like this."

I pointed to the tissue shaped like a flat fan. Dagobard returned to his work without a word.

Lumps of tissue were placed around the dissected black Magic Insect. Three pairs of disc-like tissues on the thorax. Next to them, two pairs of fan-shaped tissues.

I placed the results of the bee larva dissection beside them. The difference in scale was surreal.

"...They correspond perfectly between the bee and the Magic Insect."

Maytyl said, waving the magnifying glass.

"...Is it not natural for an animal's body to contain various internal organs? They are tissues I have never seen before, but it is to be expected that an insect would differ from a human. What does this mean?"

"Yes. Actually, these tissues are not the larva's internal organs, they are the adult's body. To be precise, they are the original parts that will become the future adult."

I explained. Insects that undergo Complete Metamorphosis change their form drastically across the pupal stage. So, is a new body, like a butterfly's wings, created inside the Pupa? The answer is generally no. The foundation of the adult body is formed not in the Pupa, but during embryonic development inside the egg. That is the tissue that forms the future adult body, the Imaginal Disc. The Imaginal Discs simply continue to grow inside the larva's body without doing anything else. Then, during the pupal stage, they replace the larval tissues.

"As always, it is knowledge I have never heard before. So, you are saying these six things are the legs? They do not quite look like it."

"They are stored in their pre-extended form. Each of these concentric layers corresponds to a single segment of the leg. Um..."

I selected a medium-sized bee Pupa and dissected it. From the melted, soupy interior, I found a stage where the disc was extending, pushing out from the center.

"They extend like this. And the problem is this one. This rice paddle, no, this fan-like tissue. There were two pairs on the dorsal side, more toward the back than the legs, correct?"

Dagobard nodded at my words.

"Those are the future wings. This means it is almost certain that this Magic Insect is the type that undergoes Complete Metamorphosis. And that the adult will have wings."

I stated the results of my verification. Really, only my unpleasant predictions come true.

Dagobard and Craig exchanged a look.

"Predicting the adult form of a monster we have never even seen... What is with this guy, Craig?"

"...It cannot be helped. Ricardo's main business is selling honey. He would naturally be knowledgeable about the ecology of bees."

Craig shrugged. A nice save, but what did he mean by "it cannot be helped"?

"Kuh, kukukukuh. That is a masterpiece. Incredibly persuasive."

Maytyl burst out laughing. Craig laughed along with her. Dagobard's face soured.

Crenne was clearly taken aback. And she had been unfazed even while I was dissecting the larva.

"Joking aside... Ricardo, you mean to say that this is the calamity monster, do you not?"

Craig said after he finished laughing. I was grateful for his quick understanding. But what did he mean by joking?

"I believe it is a possibility. If so, there is a danger that the legends of the great calamity four hundred years ago, the swarms of monsters, were not an exaggeration but meant literally. They may grow far faster than dragons and reproduce much more efficiently."

Even as a larva, it had preyed on flying dragons. If it was a Magic Insect derived from a beetle, the adult's combat ability would be on another level. At the very least, its defensive and locomotive capabilities could be on a completely different scale.

"So what do we do?"

Dagobard asked me irritably.

"This Magic Insect's core is crimson. It is highly likely that it seeks out and acts upon magic veins that generate purple magic. It has already advanced as far as the flying dragon mountain. At a minimum, we should be wary of the possibility that the winged adults will become active over a much wider area. What is worse is if the recent fluctuations in magic veins cause purple magic to appear over an even broader range."

I stated.

"First, we need to analyze the magic vein samples we brought back from the mountain. We must find out when the purple magic started appearing there. If it has been there for a long time, that is one thing, but if it is related to the recent fluctuations..."

Maytyl said.

"We will need to monitor the Empire for any new locations where purple magic appears."

"And the Kingdom as well, of course," Dagobard said. Craig also nodded.

"How many of those measuring devices do we have?" "I am having more made as we speak, Crenne." "Yes, with all haste..."

They began a hurried discussion of countermeasures, with Maytyl at the center.

My own mind had flown to the Royal Capital. The scene from the cathedral that night surfaced in my thoughts. There was one place in the Kingdom that definitely emitted purple magic. Alfina's crystal, of course.

I was truly glad I had stopped her from using it. Even though it was far away, it could have become a target for the Magic Insect.

No, I could not let my guard down. Depending on the magic vein fluctuations, the crystal might start emitting magic on its own. I wanted to return to the Kingdom as soon as possible. I had to hurry with the magic vein measurements.
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			"One, two, three, four…"

Magnifying glass in hand, I counted the stripes on the glacial varved clay. One year was represented by a wide, dark band and a narrow, light band, together measuring about five millimeters. That meant fifty centimeters was a century. The sample of glacial varved clay was over eight meters long, so that was roughly sixteen hundred years of data. No, considering the layers would be compressed the further back I went, it could be closer to two thousand years.

What's more, there were no major disturbances in the stripes. The environment must have been exceptionally stable.

"It contains a considerable amount of magic. It feels more concentrated than the tree rings," Maytyl said as she peeled a sheet of magic-sensing paper from the sample she had test-drilled. She held it out, and I could see a faint pattern on its surface.

"Does that mean we can measure it directly?"

"Yes, the problem is whether we can accurately capture the purple wavelength. We won’t know until we try. This is exciting, isn’t it?"

"I can’t say I don’t understand the feeling, but…"

"I know. The future of humanity is at stake, after all."

Maytyl and I took hold of the sample’s ends and set it on the platform next to the Eylon. The platform had a crank-like handle. Turning it would advance the sample little by little, using the principle of a screw.

Maytyl began the measurement. I used an hourglass to advance the sample at regular intervals.

The results started appearing on the magic-sensing board. Within the light and dark layers, the narrow winter layer contained less magic, which served as a convenient marker. It was going well. I turned the crank and flipped the hourglass.

Even with a sample rich in magic, the measurement process took time. I was quickly learning that measuring long-term samples was a mind-numbingly tedious task.

I didn’t know how much of the record remained within the glacier, but I wanted to measure at least two meters, a full four hundred years.

"The wavelengths below red are ambiguous. We should probably focus on the crimson wavelength, which only appears occasionally," Maytyl said, reading the data.

"…No purple so far, huh."

That meant the Magic Vent on the flying dragon mountain didn't constantly emit purple magic. To find out when the purple magic we directly measured at the mountain's base first appeared, we would have to wait for the results from the tree rings. Crenne was in charge of that, by the way.

"The breaks in the core are going to be tricky. The measurements will inevitably be skewed there."

"Yeah. Still, this purple magic really isn’t showing up…"

We had already measured over three hundred and fifty years. Considering the few decades that had not yet reached the lake, we should have been approaching the four-hundred-year mark. Surely the whole four-hundred-year span wasn’t trapped in the glacier.

No, there was also the possibility that the historical record of four hundred years ago wasn’t accurate. The great calamity happened *at least* four hundred years ago. I tried to reason with my growing anxiety.

We advanced another ten centimeters or so. Maytyl’s head shot up.

"…It’s here. There’s no mistake."

I looked at the magic-sensing board. A thick band had suddenly appeared. It was in the position corresponding to purple magic. We nodded to each other and continued the measurement. The band for purple magic was recorded across stripes spanning two, no, about three years. Then, it vanished as if it had never been there.

"…In terms of stripes, that’s about three hundred and eighty years ago."

"If you account for the years that haven’t melted out of the glacier, that’s about right."

"Let’s measure up to five hundred, then we can align it with the tree ring data."

We continued for another fifty centimeters before pausing. Our magic-sensing boards were a finite resource.

"At this rate, it seems like the crimson magic will be the most suitable for aligning the data."

"Yeah… Hmm."

We stared at the results, deep in thought. Compared to the purple magic, which had appeared only once for a few short years in five hundred years, the crimson magic looked like a scattered barcode.

"What should we do while we wait for Crenne’s results?" Maytyl asked, leaning against me.

"R-Right. How about we experiment with the negative magic crystals? We could ask Princess Lisabet if she has any left…"

"Negative magic crystals. Ah, there was something about those, wasn’t there."

"Hey, I have no proof at all. What I know about magic is extremely limited, so don’t get your hopes up."

I made sure to temper her expectations.

"Oh, my. After seeing this data, it’s a bit late for that. I heard from Noel and Fulsy that you’ve been saying we needed long-term, detailed magic stream information for a long time now."

Maytyl peered into my face, waving the magic-sensing board she held.

"Well, the importance of long-term, detailed records is universal, isn’t it?" I said in a fluster. Just then, the door opened.

"Your Highness. The tree ring measurement is complete. As expected… What on earth are you two doing?"

Crenne entered the room at a brisk pace, her eyes fixed on Maytyl and me. Maytyl clicked her tongue softly and moved away from me.

"Well, there is no purple magic present in the tree rings of the wood used in the city ruins. Just as we predicted," Maytyl said, looking at the first sheet of data Crenne presented. It was from the materials we had them gather while we were fighting the magic insects on the flying dragon mountain. Apparently, they had their own troubles down below, since many of the trees were rotten or burned. Even among the timber that remained intact, few were suitable samples.

Crenne had managed to analyze about fifty years of data.

"Let’s assume the purple magic that appears around the three hundred and eightieth mark on the glacial varved clay is the moment the city was destroyed in the great calamity. Naturally, the timber used in the city would have been felled before then. If we assume the wood was felled twenty years prior, we should be looking at the fifty-year record from the four-hundredth mark and…"

"Right around here. …No, that’s not it. Then much, much further back…"

"Found it. From four hundred and thirteen on the glacial varved clay. The pattern of the crimson magic matches," Crenne said.

Maytyl and I confirmed it. The crimson magic pattern was indeed a match.

"That settles it. Four hundred years ago, likely during the great calamity, purple magic suddenly appeared."

"Yeah, that means a unique magic stream event occurred that hadn't happened for at least seventy years before or for the three hundred and eighty years after."

It was reasonable to assume the cause of the great calamity four hundred years ago was the appearance of purple magic. And from what we were seeing at the flying dragon mountain and the Blood Mountains, the same thing was happening again now.

The hypothesis had been verified. The result was what we expected, but seeing it laid out like this…

"...Terrifying."

Crenne murmured the word.

"I know. An event that happens once every five hundred years at least. At this rate, I’d have to believe it even if they told me it was a swarm of dragons…"

"That’s not it. What’s terrifying is… It’s nothing."

Crenne hastily averted her gaze from me.

…Well, it’s not like I could have ever gotten this result on my own. I only remembered what varves were because, by sheer chance, Lake Suigetsu was in the country I was born in during my past life…

"I suppose it is a bit unnerving to be seen through so completely. But you saw it too, didn’t you, Crenne? Ricardo’s actions during that battle with the magic insects were far from those of a master strategist."

Maytyl said, disparaging my self-preservation skills. Hey, I had a reasonable chance of success with that plan. Besides, if I hadn't done that, I would have died too.

"That is… true…"

"Now, what about the data from the newer tree rings?" Maytyl changed the subject. The purple magic from the flying dragon mountain, when that had started appearing was also a key question. Four hundred years ago, its appearance had continued for about three years.

"...Here it is. The purple magic started appearing one year ago."

Maytyl produced another sheet of results. It was the data from the tree rings I had cored at the glacial lake. This one also covered a period of about fifty years. The missing link was filled.

"Alright, let’s organize this."

I arranged the crimson and purple bands from the tree rings and glacial varved clay in chronological order.

Tree Ring Purple : || -------------------------------------- -

Tree Ring Crimson : |||| ------------------------------------| | -

Glacial Varved Clay Purple : --------- ||

Glacial Varved Clay Crimson : --------- | | || | |

Present -400 years

Combined Purple Magic : || ||

The data clearly showed two occurrences of purple magic, one in the present and one four hundred years ago.

"That confirms it," Maytyl said.

"Yeah."

All that was left was for the scars on the ruins to match the images from Alfina’s prophecy to complete the verification of our hypothesis. It was unsettling to have our worst predictions confirmed, but this gave us the foundation we needed to consider countermeasures.

That said, all it confirmed was that the situation was the same as four hundred years ago. I stared intently at the records of the magic streams from the two time periods. …Wait a minute.

"…"

"What is it, Ricardo?"

"…It’s just a small question."

I pointed to the "crimson" magic from the present and from four hundred years ago. In recent years, the crimson magic had appeared several years before the purple, almost like a leading indicator. Four hundred years ago, however, the two were nearly simultaneous. It was a minor difference, if you wanted to call it that.

Crimson magic did appear sporadically, though infrequently, so it might have just been a coincidence that they overlapped.

"Let’s analyze the glacial varved clay a little further into the past."

I proposed it just to be safe. In any case, we had to extract as much data as possible from such a valuable sample. Maytyl and Crenne took turns, silently continuing the measurement. I methodically turned the crank and flipped the hourglass. The process was repeated so many times it became a blur.

Six hundred years ago, seven hundred years ago. As expected, no purple magic appeared.

"Ah, purple is showing up eight hundred years ago too."

"It’s cyclical. Does something happen every four hundred years?"

"It seems so. Interesting. …………Wait, no. How long does this go on?"

"…………"

A heavy silence descended upon the room. Not just Maytyl and Crenne, who were conducting the measurements, but even I, who was only shifting the platform, had sweat beading on my forehead. Eventually, the sample reached the end of its track.

Before our eyes lay two thousand years of history. Faced with the overwhelming fluctuations of magic over such a long span of time, I swallowed hard.

"…The hypothesis that the next disaster will be a great calamity on the same scale as four hundred years ago. That was wrong."

I had to admit it. Maytyl shook her head.

"…Rather, it was a mistake to call the event four hundred years ago a great calamity, wasn’t it?"

Faced with data that any sorcery researcher would drool over, Maytyl had lost her usual spirit.

"...Terrifying."

Crenne whispered, as if she could no longer bear it. Her eyes, of course, were not on me, but on the desperate results displayed on the line of magic-sensing boards.
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			The conference room was under heavy guard in the early morning. More Imperial knights patrolled outside the windows than during the first meeting.

Craig and Dagobard sat at the front. Behind them were the Kingdom’s envoys, including Hyde and Fabius, as well as the Imperial knights and sorcerers who had accompanied them to Flying Dragon Mountain. Many wore puzzled expressions, having been all but dragged from their beds to assemble here.

The task of explaining fell to Maytyl. I was her assistant, standing by her side.

"I will now present the results of our analysis of approximately two thousand years of magic vein data from Flying Dragon Mountain. Needless to say, I expect this to be kept in the strictest confidence."

Maytyl’s tone was casual, but upon hearing her words, the irritation vanished from Dagobard’s face, leaving it a blank mask.

"Alright, I’ll begin." Maytyl briefly explained the glacial varved clay samples and the measurement methods. In the meantime, I drew a graph on the stone slate they had prepared for us.

【Present】 Purple. ｜｜ Crimson. ｜｜｜｜

【400 Years Ago】 Purple. ｜｜ Crimson. ｜｜

【800 Years Ago】 Purple. ｜｜｜｜｜｜｜｜｜ Crimson. ｜｜｜｜｜｜｜｜｜｜｜｜｜

【1600 Years Ago】 Purple. ｜｜…… Crimson. ｜｜｜｜……

"Four hundred years ago is one thing, but eight hundred... even sixteen hundred years ago. Is this data not far too old. No, I see there is a cycle."

"I see, so the magic vein activity has a four hundred year cycle. This means it has become even clearer that the next calamity will be the same as the one four hundred years ago. It seems your struggles were worth the effort."

Dagobard and Craig spoke as they studied the graph. The people behind them nodded in admiration, looking proud that the data they had risked their lives fighting monsters for had proven valuable. I suppose we probably felt the same way at first.

Dagobard’s gaze then asked what was next. Maytyl and I remained silent.

"...Why is the data for twelve hundred years ago missing."

"It’s not a four hundred year cycle. It’s double that... then four hundred years ago was..."

The two future heads of state widened their eyes at almost the same moment. A beat later, the expressions of those seated behind them also changed. We must have looked just like that ourselves.

"I don’t think I need to explain. The data for the Purple and Crimson wavelengths, high magic power that doesn’t normally appear. Looking at the pattern, there’s a high probability the next calamity will be closer to what happened eight hundred or sixteen hundred years ago, not four hundred. In fact, compared to the pattern of the Purple magic vein’s activity, the disaster that destroyed the Ancient Nation four hundred years ago looks like a minor anomaly."

As Maytyl spoke, I wrote out our prediction for the future. A grim one.

【Future Projection】 Future. ……｜｜｜｜｜｜｜｜｜ Present. ｜｜ 400 Years Ago.

Unlike the trivial great calamity of four hundred years ago, the release of Purple magic power eight hundred and sixteen hundred years ago continued for several decades or more. Considering the preceding release of Crimson magic power and the chronological cycle, this time corresponds to those events.

The data from the glacial lake was ironically similar to the ice ages of my previous life on Earth. It seemed the present day was an interglacial period.

No, it was the other way around. For humans, non-magical creatures, the last eight hundred years had been a relatively easy time to live. But for the monsters, it was a harsh era, a magical ice age.

And now, that ice was beginning to melt.

"...So you’re saying the next calamity will continue for at least several decades."

Even Dagobard’s voice was strained as he forced the words out. Craig was silent and still as a plaster statue. Behind them, Hyde and Fabius had lost all color in their faces.

Even Crenne, who should have known the results, couldn’t hide her frightened expression.

The great calamity that crushed that prosperous ancient city and brought immense damage to lands throughout the Kingdom and the Empire. The period the Magic Insects had rampaged was, in reality, only a year or two. But this time?

Frankly, this was not a calamity. It was a long term natural cycle that transcended human perception. In other words, the very laws of nature were telling humanity to perish.

That desperate truth began to spread to everyone in the room.

"Are there... countermeasures?"

Craig finally spoke. His expression remained composed, as if to say, "Well, this is a pickle," but I understood this was his way of showing profound shock.

And yet he asked, "Are there countermeasures?" He was already accepting the gravity of the truth.

"Honestly, we have no definitive plan yet."

I answered. There were simply too many unknowns. But after showing them this, I couldn’t just say we had nothing.

"However, speaking in terms of principles, there are three important factors."

I shared the strategy that Maytyl and I had devised, staying up all night after the data came in. Then again, the results only appeared just before dawn.

This meant we had all spent the night in the same room, yet Crenne hadn't uttered a single complaint. Well, under the circumstances, that was to be expected.

"Let’s hear it."

"The first factor is understanding the nature of the calamity’s monsters. Given they were on Flying Dragon Mountain where Purple magic power was being released, and they had Crimson magic crystals as their cores, it’s highly probable the Magic Insects we encountered there are the calamity’s monsters. And since past records and prophecies suggest a great swarm flying through the sky, we should assume that swarms of those Magic Insects in their adult form will attack various regions. The problem then is the specific abilities of the adult form."

I continued.

"The second factor is developing sorcery powerful enough to counter those adult insects, which will likely be stronger than any monster we’ve faced."

"Numbers aside, you’re saying your plan, the method of crushing the Magic Insect’s respiratory organs with Spiralflame, will not work," Dagobard stated.

I nodded.

"It would be difficult to aim for the spiracles of a flying opponent."

"The calamity will likely occur next spring. It is already winter. Can you improve that new Spiralflame further?" Dagobard asked, his voice suppressed. His eyes turned to Maytyl.

"An improvement, in the sense of an extension of what we have now, isn’t impossible. Work should be underway in the Kingdom even now to turn the entire sorcery staff into a micro-circuit. But it goes without saying that achieving this will require even greater cooperation with the Kingdom."

Maytyl replied. Dagobard’s brow furrowed.

"...It is only logical that the side that develops the new sorcery will be the first to use it. And it is highly probable that the swarm of Magic Insects will first attack the Empire’s territory. Where will this development take place."

"You saw the design for the improved sorcery staff. It pains me to admit, but the necessary components are basically all in the Kingdom. Even so, I can’t say the chances of finishing in time are high."

"..."

At Maytyl’s words, Dagobard shifted his gaze to me and Craig. There was no anger or other emotion in his eyes. And yet, the sheer sharpness of his piercing stare stabbed at my heart.

I felt a shiver run down my spine and looked at Craig. Our prince met that gaze without a single change in his expression.

This was no time for such thoughts, but it was in moments like these I was forced to realize I was, after all, an ordinary person. Knowledge and ability must exist in a different place from one’s character.

But I couldn't afford to dwell on that. Even if I lacked the makings of a hero or a champion, I had the ambition and dreams of a merchant.

I took a deep breath. Then, I turned to Dagobard and spoke.

"I will now explain the third factor, the decisive battlefield against the Magic Insect swarm. The battlefield I propose is right here."

I pointed to a specific location on the map. If we could establish the planned battlefield there...

"Hah, what a relief. Ricardo never misses a chance to profit from a fall," Craig said with a refreshed look on his face. Well, considering all the hardship to come, I deserved at least this much of a perk.

"...I have several questions. But if your idea is feasible, then there is no better plan," Dagobard said, glaring at the map.

"Then let us divide the roles. I will remain in the Empire until the last possible moment to confirm the information on the Magic Insects with my own eyes. Ricardo will return to the Kingdom and advance the development of the new sorcery staff for the battle against them. Hyde and Fabius will escort Ricardo."

Craig declared. He said it so simply, but he was essentially making himself a guarantee of sorts for this joint operation.

Of course, none of this was planned. The people in this room were all involved parties, bound by the trust of having conducted the investigation together. At the same time, we knew that even with a crisis common to both nations, elements of conflict would remain, so we set up this meeting to ensure the message was delivered to both sides simultaneously.

"...Maytyl will accompany them to the Kingdom. You must complete the development of the new sorcery in time," Dagobard said, in a sense handing over one of the Empire’s greatest assets to our side.

"Understood."

The two of them made decisions one after another, giving their subordinates no time to interject. But as the knights began to rise hastily after the princes’ orders concluded, one person raised his hand.

"Your Highness, the Crown Prince, may I have a word."

It was Sir Fabius, the oldest person in the room. Um, was there a problem? Well, there were many things we needed to discuss about the battlefield.

"The key to Lord Vinder’s plan is the battlefield itself. For two different countries to move large numbers of troops, a detailed geographical survey beforehand will be essential. And it must be done as quickly as possible."

"...That is true," Craig agreed with Sir Fabius’s words.

"I would like to head to the proposed battlefield from here. I will endeavor to survey the surrounding geography and create a map. Even these old bones can still serve as a scout. Of course, I will not have enough men, so I will require reinforcements later..."

"We will dispatch men from our side as well, of course," Dagobard said. Wait, the prophecy’s image of the calamity occurring from spring to early summer was only for the Kingdom’s territory, if...

"Time is of the essence. We will adopt Sir Fabius’s proposal."

But before I could stop him, Craig made his decision.
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			The sky outside the window had taken on a wintery cast. From the high vantage of the king's office, the heavy gray clouds seemed near. My own mood, as I reported in my role as deputy envoy, was much the same.

The faces of those receiving my report were stern as well. After all, a mere commoner who should have died as the Crown Prince's shield had returned unscathed. Of course, I had already handed over Prince Craig's letter to explain why.

I could not understand why the king’s gaze grew even harsher after he read his heir's letter. It was supposed to say that I was not at fault.

The members gathered in the office were the king, Grand Duchess Euphillia, the chancellor Duke Grynisias, Duke Yvelberg who was in charge of foreign affairs, and Tembelg, Commander of the First Knight Order. And finally, the great sage Fulsy.

At any rate, I had a mission to complete. I began by explaining our expedition to the furthest reaches of the dragon territory. Our actions were, for the most part, within the planned scope.

"So you are saying you carried out a survey up to the border of the Blood Mountains, taking with you the Crown Prince and Their Imperial Highnesses Dagobard and Maytyl."

Yvelberg spoke slowly, as if for confirmation. Stated so plainly, it may have seemed a bit high-handed of me. But it had mostly been a matter of circumstance, and the royalty involved had made the decision, so it was not my fault. Well, we probably would have died without that group, so I cannot really complain. Yes, as someone who strives to protect himself, I can admit there is room for reflection.

"What am I supposed to tell Alfina?" Euphillia muttered, pressing her hand to her forehead.

Meanwhile, Fulsy was repeatedly opening and closing his fist on the tabletop. Yes, the survey results. I will explain them now.

I think I can meet your expectations. For better or for worse.

Waiting for the room to settle, I finally began my explanation of the main topic, the calamitous Magic Insects and the activity of the magic veins. The content was the same as what I had shared in Maldoras.

"And so, this is the form of the next calamity that has newly emerged. In short, we will see a continuous massive outbreak of Magic Insects, presumed to be at least as powerful as dragons, over the next several decades. That is the result of this investigation."

By the time I reached my conclusion, the color had drained from everyone's faces. Even Fulsy, who had been listening with an excited expression until midway through, looked pale. They must have been preparing for the worst, a repeat of the great calamity from four hundred years ago, only for me to return with news that easily surpassed it.

I sympathize with them on that point, but I wish they would understand that I am in the same boat.

"This is not a calamity. This is a complete upheaval of the very foundation of human existence."

So said Grynisias. For him to say that, it was as if he were asking what kind of report I had brought back. I deliberately refrained from arguing. After all, even Grynisias himself had his eyes glued to the graph in the report I had distributed.

Several seconds passed in total silence.

"What are the countermeasures?" the king asked me. His voice was taut and faintly cracked. Everyone looked up, staring at me intently.

"We have been discussing possible countermeasures, centered on Prince Craig and Prince Dagobard. As a result, if the Kingdom and the Empire cooperate to fulfill the following three elements, there may be a chance…"

I repeated the same explanation I had given Dagobard and the others in the Empire. The early assessment of the Magic Insects' nature, the development of new weaponry, and…

"The third point is the most important. To lure the swarms of Magic Insects to ‘this location’ by some means."

I pointed to a region on the map. It was a land situated at a key point for both the Kingdom and the Empire, yet belonged to neither, a place where not a single human currently lived. It was the dragon territory we had just traversed.

"We will deploy the Kingdom's army from the south and the Empire's army from the northwest to exterminate the swarms of Magic Insects. Fighting in this location, where neither country will suffer damage, is what we believe to be the best possible strategy at this time."

I looked around at everyone. The king and the chancellor's expressions relaxed for just a moment. But they immediately fell back into deep thought. Indeed, this seemingly ideal strategy was fraught with far too many uncertainties.

"It is impossible to carry out a large-scale joint operation between two nations in a place with completely unknown geography."

The one who voiced this objection was Tembelg. It was a reasonable doubt. But…

"Currently, under the command of Baron Fabius of the First Knight Order, the map specialists assigned to this expedition are conducting a geographical survey and creating maps."

Tembelg fell silent at my words. That was right, both men were his subordinates. He would surely be aware of their skills, not to mention the matter of his own prestige. I bowed my head to Fabius in my mind. If the Magic Insects appeared sooner than expected, he would be the first to be sacrificed.

"And the preparation and transport of supplies necessary for a joint army?" the chancellor asked.

"We would like to address that as much as possible through the standardization of transport and increased carriage efficiency, which have been in planning for some time. As for provisions, we believe the Kingdom should primarily provide food, and the Empire should provide magic crystals."

I replied. I would have to greatly increase the production of dies for bearings. Regarding food, the western territories would likely bear a heavy burden due to their location. I looked at Euphillia.

"The deputy envoy’s report is consistent with the Oracle Princess’s predictions for the calamity's location, as well as the new analysis that buildings with high potential for damage are more conspicuous," Euphillia informed the king. A new analysis?

"Judging by the words of the Imperial envoy who accompanied him on his return, it is clear that they have significantly shifted their stance toward seeking an alliance," Yvelberg said.

"Your Majesty."

Grynisias prompted the king for a decision. The king’s eyes turned to me.

"Ricardo Vinder."

"Yes."

"First, let me commend you for your efforts. Your life-risking contribution to the Kingdom is clear."

"You are too kind. I have returned safely, as you can see. I believe those words are better suited for Prince Craig and Lord Fabius, who remain beyond the great river, still braving danger."

So I said.

"But all of this came about because of the plan you devised. How should we reward such an unprecedented achievement?"

The king’s words silenced the meeting. This was not the time for such things. I looked to the other participants as if seeking help. But I realized that everyone, except for Fulsy who was engrossed in the report, was waiting for my answer.

I see. To an outsider, it must look like I knew all of this from the very beginning. Far from being a coincidence, this is the worst possible outcome for me too.

Looking closely, I saw the king's hand was clenching Prince Craig’s letter so tightly it might be crushed. What on earth did he write?

Why is it that every single time I achieve something, I am forced to walk a tightrope? Well, whatever. In this case, I have an answer that will cause no problems.

"I require no reward for myself personally."

At my words, the king’s expression grew even more severe. But he need not worry, I was not about to say anything about loyalty. In short, it was fine as long as there was a benefit for me, right?

"Lord Tembelg. If the strategy we just discussed were to be adopted, where would the rear supply base for the joint army be located?"

I posed the question to Tembelg. The Commander of the First Knight Order looked at the map, and seemed to grasp my intention. For some reason, his face turned pale as he pointed to a spot on the map. It was right next to the point where we first made landfall after crossing the great river.

"In other words, if this plan succeeds, a sufficient profit will be secured for me. No, for us."

Let us call it the ‘Operation to Deal with the Calamity and Somehow End Up with the Foundation for the New City of Central Garden’.

The massive amount of supplies to support both armies, the securing, streamlining, and restructuring of those supply routes, and the need for a huge number of warehouses. All of these tasks, which would be mind-boggling to handle under normal circumstances, would become the highest priority joint project for both nations.

For just a moment, I felt like a merchant of death, profiting from war. Well, no one loses, so it should be fine. When I smiled, the expressions of the king and everyone else momentarily stiffened.
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			I have no need for a reward, since I will be using this crisis threatening to collapse human society to build the foundations of Central Garden. My piously merchant-like words made everyone’s face twitch. Even Fulsy looked up.

"Your Majesty."

After a single sigh, Grynisias prompted his lord for a decision. The king silently rose and took a staff that was displayed on the wall behind his desk.

"I shall release all assets of the royal family to be used as countermeasures for this calamity. Let this be the proof of my vow."

The king placed the Royal Scepter on his desk. The large ruby at its tip gleamed. It was likely a symbolic item of the royal family. One of those things whose meaning far outweighed its material value.

"Upon receiving His Majesty's resolve, we of the nobility wish to follow his example," Grynisias said.

Euphillia, Yeverg, and Tembelg all nodded in unison. I see. This was a symbolic way of showing that the nation was in crisis. Given the nature of the situation, it was probably the best move to make when information control about the disaster would be difficult. A valuable lesson in self-preservation.

Well, whatever the case, I could use this.

"However, the war of recent years has only just ended. The cost of sending a large force across the great river, not to mention constructing a rear support base, would be far too immense."

The Chancellor’s face soured. I could not just tell him he was being ridiculous when the very survival of human society was at stake. If he, with his broad grasp of the kingdom’s finances, thought they were short on funds, then they were short on funds. Generally, the human reaction to danger is to shrink away. Recessions would never happen if you could just tell everyone to spend their money freely and expect the economy to improve.

Which is why, staking my own profession on it, I had an idea for raising capital. It was originally a method for building Central Garden, but the king’s decision just now was a timely opportunity.

"If I may be so bold..."

I raised a small hand toward Grynisias.

"I have a proposal to use His Majesty's decision as 'leverage' to widely solicit funds. What is more, it is a method that, if successful, will require no repayment."

At my words, Grynisias gave me the most skeptical look imaginable. I get it. You are thinking, "and if it isn't successful (because humanity will be extinct), there's no need for repayment," right? Well, I will not deny that part, but you cannot raise money with such a dreary outlook.

"I would like the kingdom to issue a certain type of bond."

With the highest possible credit rating backed by the royal family's assets, we could mix in something a little shady and still intangible and get away with it. The mechanism was like subprime loans, or maybe the Southern Sea Foam, or no, since it is near the great river, the Mississippi. What an ill omen.

Yes, I would just have to style it as a slightly exotic bond.

I explained only the general outline. The finer details would have to be worked out with the Central Garden preparatory committee.

"We will adopt this idea, including the opinions just stated."

The Chancellor nodded, and the king gave his permission.

"Grynisias, you shall oversee all matters of materiel, starting with the rear base. Yeverg will continue to be in charge of the alliance with the Empire. Euphillia, you are hereby appointed as auditor for this entire project."

With the full backing of the Chancellor's Office and the cooperation of the Food Guild, we should be able to manage for the most part. As I said earlier, there was no particular need for us to secure our own profits.

Given the scale of the enterprise, we could use all the participants we could get. And at the forefront would be us, Central Garden, who had already begun preparations to construct the new city.

Euphillia as auditor. That likely meant she could interfere with any of the project's various departments.

"Regarding the research to repel the Magic Insects, I grant the Great Sage full authority. I permit you, in the king's name, to make free use of everything, including the Magic Dormitory."

The Magic Dormitory, huh. We could use all the help we can get there too, but who would manage it? I glanced at Fulsy, but she did not seem particularly concerned.

"Does anyone else have an opinion?"

"Yes. As I stated at the beginning, the core of this strategy is the method for luring the Magic Insects. For the sake of our research, we must investigate the purple magic. I would like to request permission to use the kingdom's great treasure."

I stated my case. This was, in fact, a crucial point I could not concede.

"The kingdom's great treasure..."

"The Crystal of Prophecy. I wish to request permission that includes its use in ways that may, in the worst case, result in its destruction."

"You would have us relinquish the power of prophecy in this situation, where the calamity will continue for decades?"

The king looked at me, as if testing me. He was right. That was precisely why I wanted to place the burden on Alfina under "my" control.

Of course, this was for personal reasons. And since the king's words were based not on simple selfishness but on the "convenience" of the great majority, I had to offer a counterproposal.

"It is true that the future is uncertain, but surviving the first year is paramount. The condition for doing so is gathering the swarms of Magic Insects, which would otherwise scatter to various regions, into a single location. Then, for the second year and beyond, we will have accumulated information from the experience of the first year."

I looked the king straight in the eye, suppressing my trembling body as I prepared to speak.

The truth was, the first year alone was piled high with uncertainties. The primary item, the need to understand the nature of the adult Magic Insects, meant we did not really know our enemy. And the development of sorcery to counter those Magic Insects did not exist yet.

"And as for strengthening our countermeasures based on that information..."

As I spun my words, I felt the blood drain from the tips of my hands and feet.

"Though my talents are meager, that is a matter in which I excel."

I forced the words out, suppressing the shiver running down my spine.

"Ricardo Vinder shall retain his qualification as Royal Vice-Envoy and is hereby newly appointed as Assistant Auditor and Director of the Royal Sorcery Research Institute."

One enormous risk after another settled onto my shoulders in the form of titles I never wanted. Fine. This was a risk I had to bear. It was only natural that I should struggle for the sake of my own desires.

◇◇

"This time is something else entirely, is it not."

After the meeting ended, I stepped out into the hallway. Euphillia spoke to me. Incidentally, Fulsy had started to come over, my report in hand, but Grynisias stopped her. Actually, hadn't she been told to burn that document as soon as the meeting was over?

"You always cause the most outrageous things, Ricardo. I thought so the last time, and the time before that, but surely it could not get any worse. It was a fleeting wish, was it not."

"No, no, I haven't done anything. If anything, it's just how the world is structured."

"To see through a structure that requires a perspective of several millennia..."

"My sight doesn't reach any further than that. Besides, I couldn't have done anything on my own. More importantly, what was written in the Crown Prince's letter? I felt like His Majesty the King was unusually concerned about it."

I posed the question to Euphillia. A change of topic to get to the main point.

"I was not shown it either. But I can guess, to some extent."

"You can guess?"

"The next king is risking danger to remain outside the country. The most important message is obvious, is it not. But more than that, is there not something else you wish to ask?"

She saw right through me.

"What's the new information from the crystal?"

I struggled to keep my voice even as I spoke. Euphillia covered her mouth with the feather fan in her hand and began to explain what had happened over the past half month.

"Alfina is back at the cathedral!?"

I could not help but shout. Wasn't Alfina supposed to be working in a way that did not involve using the crystal? The scope of her investigation, under the guise of a pilgrimage, was vast. It should have taken a great deal of time.

"Why!"

"Calm yourself."

Euphillia lowered her voice slightly.

"Luiza's investigation determined that there was ultimately no danger of the sort you described. Furthermore, either Luiza or Claudia is always with her in the crystal chamber now. They stop her if she seems to be pushing herself even slightly. In fact, she has not collapsed once in the last half month."

"Even so..."

"Alfie is returning from the cathedral today. You can speak with her at the manor."

"W, well, that's true, but..."

I remembered my fight with Alfina before I left the country, and I flinched.

"Come now. Your declaration to me the other day. Your final defiant words to His Majesty today. With that sort of spirit, you should be able to handle anything."

Euphillia laughed. Knowing how to appease an angry girl was far too heavy a burden for me.

What was a socially inept person like me supposed to do. No, come to think of it, I was starting to get a little angry myself. I was working so hard to pull Alfina away from that crystal, so why would she go back on her own...
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			Returning from the royal palace, I entered my room and saw a mountain range of documents. They were neatly sorted, each with a necessary memo attached. The care and sheer intensity of the secretary, Mia, who had prepared them, came through loud and clear.

In a way, this was more frightening than the Blood Mountains.

I somewhat absently picked up the bundle on top, then left the room, trying not to look at the rest. I went to the second floor window overlooking the entrance. When I tried to move the table in front of it, a maid who had been watching flew over to help.

It was rather humbling to be shown such consideration as a mere freeloader. Come to think of it, I don't think I've paid any rent. Is this really alright.

As I devoted myself to the inefficient act of multitasking, looking alternately at the documents and the view outside, I saw a carriage approaching the gate. I tossed the bundle of papers onto the table and headed for the stairs.

I skipped the last step of the staircase and stood before the entrance. The memory of my argument with Alfina before my departure made me flinch. After all, I had ventured not just to the ruins, but all the way to the Dragon Mountains beyond them, and had been caught up in a battle with unknown Magic Insects. I remembered the sad look on Alfina’s face as she tried to stop me from heading to such a dangerous place.

No, it was undeniably necessary. Even if that was only clear in hindsight.

I shook my head, trying to banish the image of Alfina’s teary eyes. Besides, didn’t I have a right to resent her a little.

In the first place, why does she think I took such a risk. Isn't Alfina the one who is unaware of my feelings.

Just as I thought that, the sound of wheels on the cobblestones in front of the entrance came to a halt.

I shook my head once more. This was no time for such thoughts. I had to be calm. What's past is past. I had to convince Alfina to stay away from the crystal from now on.

To do that, I needed to be the one to compromise, even if I was somewhat dissatisfied. Even if I couldn't agree, I would start by appeasing her anger. In general, men are not designed to win against a girl’s tears. This was especially true when it came to the girl I held most dear.

The sound of quick footsteps approached the door. "Alfina-sama. You mustn't rush so," I heard Claudia's voice say. The door opened immediately after.

The madder red evening light made her silver blue hair sparkle. Her large eyes found me and widened even more. Her cheeks were flushed. Her small mouth gasped.

Her eyes grew moist as she looked at me. Every thought from moments before vanished. My feet moved forward on their own, one step, then two.

"We, welcome ho-"

"Ricardo-kun!"

Alfina launched herself at me as if she had been shot from a cannon. I caught her in my arms. I could feel her very presence so strongly.

The scent of flowers tickled my nostrils. It was her usual, subtle perfume. But had it always smelled this wonderful? Her arms, wrapped around my torso, tightened their grip, and the warmth of her body pressed against mine.

"I'm so glad. I was truly, truly worried about you."

Alfina looked up at me. I was in no state to respond. I somehow managed to restrain my arms from pulling her trembling shoulders closer. If I didn’t, I felt I would embrace her without any regard for who was watching.

"Are you hurt anywhere. Perhaps you've gotten a little thinner..."

Alfina looked up at me from close range, her palms moving over my torso.

"Alfina-sama. I understand you are happy to be reunited. But here..."

I heard Luiza's reserved voice from behind her. Instantly, a crimson blush spread across Alfina's cheeks. She hurriedly pulled away.

I was supposed to be relieved by this. But in reality, I felt a pang of regret at the loss of her softness and warmth. This was not good. I was being completely swayed by our first physical contact in a while.

"I, I have just returned, Alfina-sama."

My greeting was the reverse of what I’d tried to say earlier, but I managed to get the words out. It felt more fitting this way.

"Yes, welcome home. We have many things to discuss about the prophecy."

Alfina took a single step back and composed her expression. I nodded.

We parted ways for a moment. I returned the documents I had left on the second floor to my room, then headed for Alfina's private chambers. Luiza and Claudia were inside. For some reason, the presence of these two, which should have been completely normal, felt a little irksome.

Perhaps I was being overly sensitive about information control, given the nature of the calamity. No, these two were trustworthy to begin with, and I needed their support to achieve my goal of convincing Alfina.

On a plate were the soba manju I had only mentioned as an idea before leaving. But my eyes kept straying to Alfina in her house clothes. Whether in a dress, priestess robes, or even plain house clothes, she showed a different kind of charm in each. What am I even thinking at this point.

Even if there is a law of diminishing returns for beauty, the saying that one tires of a beautiful face in three days, it has just been proven to be a flawed theory that collapses after even a short separation.

"Ricardo-kun. Earlier, my mind was just completely full. And I... I said such terrible things to you before you left. I am so sorry."

"Not at all. I am the one who made you worry..."

Alfina spoke to my silent form. I hurriedly bowed my head as well. A great sense of relief filled my heart. What was I so worried about, this is just silly. Alright, this time I will convince her calmly and properly. I shifted my focus.

"Let's get right to it, I would like to talk about the information on the calamity I brought back from the Empire. It concerns you as well, Alfina-sama."

"Yes."

I started talking about work. Alfina also nodded with a serious face.

"First, regarding the new hypothesis we discovered during the investigation in the Empire..."

I explained our new theory about the calamity, how we had obtained records of the magic vein's activity spanning two thousand years from the bottom of a lake, and how we learned of the existence of powerful insectoid monsters that would likely possess the ability to fly in their final stage.

The three of them were merely surprised at first, but the color drained from their faces as I explained the massive outbreak of Magic Insects and, more than anything, that it would continue for a long time.

"Is it difficult to counter even with that new sorcery..." "A calamity that lasts for decades..."

Claudia clenched her fists tightly, and Luiza’s face became the very picture of anguish. Alfina's porcelain cheeks also turned pale.

"As I thought, Ricardo-kun, you were doing such dangerous things..."

"Ah, well, that's..."

Alfina said sadly. While I was bewildered by her off topic response, my heart soared at the thought that Alfina was more concerned about me than anything else. No, this was not the time for that. I had to proceed calmly.

"Ahem. So, I heard at the conference in the royal palace, but the claw marks I sent the other day were..."

"Yes. They are exactly the same as in my prophecy. I confirmed it again yesterday."

Alfina remembered her mission. Her focus returned squarely to countermeasures for the calamity. However, the mention of "yesterday" made me frown involuntarily.

"...Then it seems almost certain that Magic Insects corresponding to the purple magic will cause the calamity, and that it will persist. But why at the cathedral... that it could fulfill its role against the calamity, not the crystal..."

Even though I knew it wasn't the right time, the words slipped out. Alfina looked troubled.

"Alfina-sama."

"I asked everyone at the Central Garden to help me narrow down the locations I saw in the prophecy. They all gathered a great deal of information despite being so busy. Thanks to them, I was able to finish the pilgrimage quickly."

Using the knowledge of merchants who travel through the towns allows one to identify locations from a different perspective than that of the nobility. Nobles and merchants see different things in the same places, and more than anything, there are far more merchants. It was necessary... yes.

"And during that time, I noticed something."

Alfina took out several sheets of paper. On them were several assumptions about the characteristics of the places where the calamity would occur, likely where the Magic Insects would attack. Judging by the handwriting, she had written and rewritten them herself many times. One of them...

"Centering on high places..."

My eyes stopped on one hypothesis that had been circled.

"Yes. The places I saw seem to be prominent spots, like the forefront of a cathedral, or around tall trees that serve as landmarks on the roads..."

"I see..."

I fell into thought. I recalled the remains of that city, the charred beams of the steeple. And the Magic Insect's ability to sheathe itself in electricity. In that case...

"It's possible they were attacked by something like lightning strikes from flying Magic Insects... I should report this to Prince Craig and the others in the Empire immediately..."

This was undoubtedly important information. The possibility that the adult insects possessed a different long range attack from the larvae. Whether or not this was taken into consideration would make a huge difference.

At my words, Alfina’s face broke into a smile. For some reason, that irritated me. It was important information, no doubt about it. But I did not want to trade it for Alfina’s safety. Such risks had to be eliminated.

She should be by my side... by my... side only... right.
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			She's on my side... Mine... alone... No, that's enough.

"Ricardo-kun? You're making such a scary face. Is something wrong?"

Alfina looked at me anxiously. Huh, what was I just thinking about? Right. That I can't let Alfina overexert herself.

"N-no. I do think this information is important. But, using the crystal will be a burden on you... That's not it. There's one thing about the magic generated by the crystal that we cannot ignore."

Calm down. Stay calm. I explained the possibility that the purple magic emanating from the crystal could attract the Magic Insects.

"I see... The possibility of luring a calamity to the Royal Capital..."

Alfina looked troubled for a moment, but she quickly raised her head.

"Then what if we wait until it's colder? According to your hypothesis, Ricardo-kun, the Magic Insects will be in their Pupa stage during the winter and unable to move. Right?"

Hmph... That is logical. But it goes against my objective.

"A-actually, there's a possibility we will use the crystal itself to counter the Magic Insects. That's why I want to use it for that purpose, not for prophecies."

I explained that the core of our strategy was to build a device that uses the purple magic to lure the swarm of Magic Insects.

"I see, so you'll lure the swarm somewhere uninhabited. That is just like you, Ricardo-kun. I believe I could help with that research."

That was exactly what I had been worried she would say. If Alfina becomes indispensable for generating the purple magic, I could be cornered. Not just for the research, but in the final battle itself. In other words, it would mean putting her in direct danger. What's more, by my estimates, it will take longer than a year.

"You must not. That would be too much of a burden on you, Alfina-sama."

I had raised my voice without thinking.

"Ricardo-kun..."

Startled, I looked at Alfina. She was staring at me, surprised and confused. Dammit, I was trying to stay calm. What am I doing getting so flustered?

"Ricardo-kun. The scale of the calamity you and the others have uncovered matches what I have seen. Just as you say, there is a high probability it will become a truly grave disaster."

"Yes..."

"And we have so little time."

"That... is true."

Alfina spoke as if she were reasoning with a child. I nodded reluctantly.

"And I have Clau and Luiza properly helping me when I approach the crystal. The burden isn't that great."

Alfina said, glancing back at the two women behind her. They both nodded. It was true, her legs seemed steady when she ran up to me, and her arms were strong when she hugged me. Still, there was no way she could be exposed to such dense magic without any strain.

"But that means there is some burden."

"Of course. But no one can do their job without getting tired at all, can they?"

"No, it's dangerous to think about that magic on such a level. You should not be doing this."

"Ricardo-kun..."

Alfina looked at me intently. I felt overwhelmed by her direct gaze.

"You have been acting a little strange for a while now, Ricardo-kun. Considering the magnitude of the danger you are predicting, and the importance of preventing it, isn't it only natural that I do everything I can?" Alfina said.

"W-well, that's, um. I am also considering methods based on choosing a battlefield and long-term strategy. I have the lab members and everyone from the Central Garden. I can also get help from Maytyl-dono of the Empire. So..."

How can I convince her? My eyes darted around as I thought. This is bad, I can't think of anything. Until now, I've been using the scale of the calamity to persuade the king and the others. Now the roles are completely reversed.

"A-anyway, I'll figure something out, so you, Alfina-sama..."

The words that came out of my mouth were completely irrational. Alfina looked at me sadly.

"And you will go near something dangerous again, Ricardo-kun?"

Alfina spoke quietly. She looked at me with an expression of someone enduring pain.

"That's... No, well, I won't get close to the Magic Insects anymore..."

I couldn't promise that I wouldn't. I would at least have to be present for the final battle. I have all these confusing titles, and regardless of them, this concerns the future construction of the Central Garden. It would be impossible for me not to be there. But Alfina doesn't need to be there too. That's unacceptable.

"Even so, Alfina... Alfina-sama... Alfina-sama just needs to do as I say."

"Ricardo-kun?"

"Ah, huh?"

I realized I was speaking like a spoiled child, offering no basis or logic. Not only that, I was ordering Alfina around.

"Ricardo-kun. Once more..."

"Alfina-sama."

From behind, Luiza cut Alfina off. Luiza looked at me. This is bad. After hearing their mistress spoken to like this, even these two will...

"Hmm. It's not necessarily a bad tendency. But you should probably calm down a bit."

Luiza said. Wait, she's not angry? And what does she mean, not a bad tendency?

"She is right, Alfina-sama. Ricardo seems tired, too. Perhaps you should speak again after some time has passed."

Even Claudia said something that seemed to back me up. Why are you looking at me with such lukewarm eyes? I admit I lost my cool just now and it was pathetic.

No, wait. Do they even understand what we are talking about? I'm talking about Alfina's safety.
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			Like a socially awkward kid escaping to their secret base at school, I headed for the back of the academy.

However, the state of the lab, my destination, betrayed my expectations. First of all, there were now two buildings. Furthermore, I could see unfamiliar people going in and out of the newer one. I knew there were plans for an expansion before I left, but still.

"Things have changed quite a bit, Al... Claudia-dono."

I spoke to Claudia, who was standing beside Alfina. Claudia gave me a look that said, "Why me?"

"I am not really involved with this place. It was most likely built to accommodate Ricardo's unreasonable demands, was it not."

"Hahaha, you must be joking. Besides, I'm graduating in just a few months."

"In that case, perhaps the lab itself will move somewhere else to accommodate you."

"..."

I fell silent. To be honest, I would like to take it to the new city, but that's obviously impossible. There is no way the kingdom would let it go. Still, I do want some kind of educational facility for magic in the new city.

I wonder if we could treat it as a branch campus of this academy. Well, I am no good at teaching, so I would need proper personnel for that. That said, I barely know any teachers. Then again, I have barely attended any classes.

It cannot be helped. I was away on business in the Empire, after all. It was like being forced to miss class to participate in an official match. Though I feel like that is a completely different situation.

Anyway, about the personnel. Looking around me, there are extremely few people who seem capable of doing something like that. Or so I feel. If there is an exception...

"After you graduate, Ricardo-kun, you'll be going beyond the great river, won't you," Alfina said.

After that incident, things had been awkward between Alfina and me. In other words, we were not communicating well.

One reason was simply a lack of time. Most of my days were taken up by discussions with my father, who was launching Central Garden and the New City Preparatory Committee, and Mia, who was managing the Vinder Company.

Actually, even with all the time in the world, it would not have been enough. I told them both that we needed to speed up construction by five years because the new city, Central Garden, would become the rear support base for both the kingdom's and the Empire's armies against the coming great calamity.

The looks on their faces then might have been even scarier than the Chancellor's or the King's.

It is not my fault. It is a natural disaster, so it cannot be helped.

"A-at least until we have a clear path to counter the next calamity, I can't leave this place. Fortunately, His Grace the Grand Duke has also told me to remain at the mansion for now."

"Th-that's right, isn't it. I'm sorry. At a time like this, I..."

Another reason is that my fundamental approach does not align with Alfina's. No, perhaps it is my own hesitation about it.

Looking back, my attitude when I reunited with Alfina was pretty terrible. Why did I get so emotional? It is natural to worry about Alfina, but her argument was not wrong. In fact, it was calm, logical, and rational.

You could even say it was reassuring. In that case, I should have found a rational balance, a compromise, like a Nash equilibrium.

In any case, we settled on having Alfina participate in today's magic team meeting. Indeed, it is necessary since the matter involves the purple magic.

I have come to accept that it cannot be helped, at least this once. I cannot very well keep her locked up, I mean, have her stay in the grand duke's mansion forever.

But the atmosphere was awkward. Just as I was wondering what to do, two girls came out of the newer building, chatting away.

"Sherry and Vinaldira."

When I called out to them, the two of them saw me and glanced at each other.

"Vinder!! ............ Uh, it's good to see you back safe, yeah. ......... You worked hard, ......... me."

"Um, well, I was worried. Though, it was more for Natalie, who was worried about you, than for you yourself."

They both seemed happy to see me again, even if they tacked on some strange lines at the end. I decided to let it slide.

"Come to think of it, you two are pretty close, huh."

Their conversation had seemed lively. At least, until just a moment ago.

"Well, we've gotten to know each other through Natalie. Besides... you know, there are a lot of things we have to help each other with."

"That's right. That's how it is."

"That's great."

I congratulated them with a smile. It is a good thing that the members of Central Garden have a system for helping each other out. Especially considering what is to come.

"Vinder, your smile is kinda scary..."

"Still, there are a lot of unfamiliar faces around."

I tried to gather information from the two of them. As someone who is socially awkward, I get intimidated just by being in a place with a lot of people I do not know.

"Are you talking about the group on loan from the Magic Dormitory? If so, wouldn't it be better to ask Noel... Master Noel? ...Ah, but."

"What is it?"

"She seems to be swamped right now, so don't push her too hard, you know."

According to Sherry, apprentices of the higher-ups in the Magic Dormitory are here for a technology transfer. The new building is apparently used mainly for that purpose. And Noel is the one managing them, I see.

We were completely over capacity with both the Magic Catalyst and the new sorcery staves. It seems they started accepting people a while ago, so this is separate from the decision at the royal court meeting about using the Magic Dormitory as we please.

However...

"Regarding any unreasonable demands, I can't really make any promises. I'll explain it to you and the others eventually, Sherry."

"...I guess so." "We knew it."

The two of them gave a dry laugh in unison.

"No, it's basically a chance to make a huge profit."

I tried to encourage them by painting a bright future. I forced a smile, as if to say I was not lying. Sherry and Vinaldira glared at me with expressions that said, "We're not falling for it."

"U-um, I know it will be difficult, but please lend us your support," Alfina said to them.

"...W-well, I've already done a lot with Alfina-sama. I'm already in for the ride, I suppose."

Her expression completely changed, and Sherry looked resolved.

"We need to gather Rilka and Natalie, too. No, we have to contact Dalgan-senpai and Plural-senpai quickly as well," Vinaldira said to Sherry, her face the very picture of seriousness.

Is this the difference in our virtues?

"No, I'll set up a proper occasion to explain..."

"There's no way that'll be in time. Besides, it'll be faster to ask Mia." "That's right. We need to grasp the situation as soon as possible."

The two of them tossed the words over their shoulders and ran off toward the school building. My lack of virtue compared to Alfina's is enough to make me cry.

* * *

I turned the key and entered the lab through the entrance of the older building, though it was only built a few months ago. Walking down the corridor, I saw a new passageway leading to the other building. From the other end of the hall, a group of unfamiliar young men and women, though older than us, were walking toward me.

They were wearing the same robes I saw when Fulsy took me to the Magic Dormitory. They must be the Magic Dormitory's uniforms.

Upon seeing Alfina, they all tried to kneel at once, but Alfina stopped them. Next, all their suspicious eyes fixed on me. Now, how should I explain this? I am not good at introductions.

Come to think of it, what is my position in this lab? No, wait, there is a chance I do not even have one. That makes sense, since I am a merchant. So by what right am I coming and going from a facility that is practically built on state secrets?

When I think about it, I feel like I have been doing something very risky in terms of self-preservation. This is the kind of mistake that could get me cut off without a second thought.

While I was questioning my very existence, the men and women who seemed to be from the Magic Dormitory began to murmur.

"What's wrong, everyone? Next is the Sorcery Silver in this room... Vi-Vinder!"

Behind them, I could see Noel coming this way. Her robes seemed more extravagant. Noel froze when she noticed me.

"Just in time, Noel. Explain this to me."

I pleaded for Noel's help. While you are at it, I would like you to explain my position to me, too. The men and women following Noel all started murmuring at once.

"Who is that man? He addressed our master so informally." "No, wait, she just said 'Vinder'. Could it be..."

"Master?"

I could not help but cry out at the unfitting title.

Noel let out a deep sigh. She held up a hand to quiet the Magic Dormitory members behind her and strode toward me.

"I'm no longer an apprentice. They made me an official court magician without waiting for me to graduate."

"That's wonderf-"

"It is not wonderful. I heard it is your fault."

I was troubled by Noel's fierce attitude. I mean, how is it my fault?

"I don't know anything about it."

"You're the one who proposed to His Majesty at the royal conference that the Magic Dormitory be placed under this lab's authority, aren't you?"

At Noel's words, the men and women behind her began to murmur again. I could hear voices saying things like, "A proposal at the royal conference?" and "But he's dressed like a commoner."

"No, all I did was explain about the next calamity. Besides, Fulsy was there. The business about your position must have come from him, right?"

I think I remember Fulsy and Grynisias talking about something like that after the meeting.

"...Noel. What did you hear from the Director?" I asked.

"He said it was mostly your fault, Vinder... But, he's probably not wrong."

Noel did not seem convinced, but I got an explanation of the current situation anyway. The relatively young men and women behind her were the group on loan from the Magic Dormitory that Sherry mentioned, here for the technology transfer related to the Magic Catalyst and sorcery semiconductors. The reason they are so young is apparently because the higher-ups at the Magic Dormitory, who disliked the idea of studying under Noel, sent their own apprentices instead.

So Fulsy made Noel an official court magician just to dump the management duties on her. Even if they are young, having apprentices older than you must be a real headache. Poor girl. I would not be able to stand it.

"Considering Noel's achievements, it is only natural," Alfina, who had been silent behind me, spoke up.

"Alfina-sama. Um, thank you for the other day," Noel said, thanking Alfina. I asked Claudia, and apparently they had something like a tea party for the new lab members, which Alfina also attended, essentially to provide proof of how much trust the royal family has in Noel.

I see. The one who should be paying attention to such things is that old man... As I looked toward the stairs to the second floor, Fulsy himself appeared.

"Director. What kind of rumors are you spreading to Noel?"

"Oh, if it isn't Director Ricardo-dono. You have finally arrived. Nothing can begin until you are here. I heard the gist of it at the last royal conference, but you need to hurry up and tell me what we are going to do in this lab from now on."

"Telling the Great Sage-sama what to do!" "He's a Director?" The murmuring behind me grew even louder. ...Come to think of it, I believe I was saddled with a title like that. It was the last of three titles, and I figured it did not really matter whether I had it or not for this place, so it slipped my mind.

"I'll be right there after I explain how dangerous Vinder is," Noel said. She then turned to her apprentices and began giving some outrageous warnings. "Listen. Do not, under any circumstances, rely on your family's authority or anything of the sort. Not if you value your house. And if he makes any unreasonable demands, you are to consult me or the Great Sage-sama."

Who is this unreasonable tyrant she is talking about? I climbed the stairs, nursing my inner discontent.
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			"Ricardo. And the Crystal Princess. It's been a while, Princess Alfina."

Maytyl, who was already in Fulsy's room, spoke. It had been some time since Maytyl had seen Alfina as well, but judging by her expression, she seemed to have softened since they last met.

"It has been a long time, Princess Maytyl. It seems Ricardo-kun was of great help to you on the other side of the river. You have my thanks."

Alfina replied politely, just as she always had.

"Oh, I see no reason for you to say such things to me. Besides, there were times Ricardo helped me out as well."

Maytyl started talking about the battle with that Magic Insect. She told an embellished tale of how I had leaped in front of the creature to save her. I couldn't understand why she was exaggerating so much. Thanks to her story, Alfina's face clouded over. I had told her some of what had happened, but I had been rather vague about that part.

"Oh, that's right. We even spent the night together in the same room."

Maytyl added something truly outrageous.

"Hey, that was only because our investigation went on all night. And it wasn't just the two of us."

I waved my hands frantically in denial. I wanted to tell her not to use that morning, when everyone including Crenne was frozen stiff, as the butt of a joke.

"W, well, if you're going to say that, then I have too. And in my case, it was just the two of us at first."

But then Alfina started saying something to compete with her. I looked around for help, but no one threw me a lifeline. In fact, shouldn't Claudia have stopped that bombshell of a statement.

"Yours was just a crystal investigation, wasn't it."

After their claims clashed, they settled on the conclusion that both incidents had been missions related to the calamity. Though not before making me break out in a cold sweat.

"Well, whatever. Ricardo is overprotective, so I'll make sure not to burden you too much. You can rest easy."

Maytyl said. Provocative phrasing aside, I had no choice but to be grateful. Maytyl was no longer a hostage, but the Empire's representative for joint research and development between our two nations. If she demanded Alfina's assistance on the grounds of this crisis facing humanity, things could get very ugly.

"No, I was hoping to have Princess Maytyl teach me all sorts of things about what I can do. I am in your care."

But as I breathed a sigh of relief, Alfina bowed her head to Maytyl.

Maytyl's gaze turned to me. I shook my head emphatically. Keeping Alfina out of harm's way was my fundamental policy. I had no intention of compromising.

Maytyl stared, comparing Alfina's face and mine.

"Finally finished my explanation. What is with this atmosphere."

Noel, who had come up from downstairs, opened the door. She froze upon seeing the two princesses facing off before her.

"I'll think about it."

"Thank you very much."

As Noel stood there wondering what to do, the two of them ended their conversation.

"Well, with that, everyone's here. Right then, shall we begin."

Fulsy said.

"That's right, we can't start until we've heard Ricardo's plan. The Empire has provided a large quantity of magic crystals, so you'd better live up to our expectations. I'm also curious what you'll be using that for."

Maytyl said sarcastically. For my return this time, the Empire had provided valuable resources, including rare crimson magic crystals. Things that would normally be used for national defense. It was just one heavy responsibility after another.

"Aye. The negative magic crystal, was it."

"Um, I'm already at my limit just dealing with my own work..."

Fulsy's eyes lit up. Noel was trying to back away. I wished both of them would show a sense of responsibility befitting their positions. Not that I was one to talk, having forgotten my own title as director until just a moment ago.

"The next Great Calamity. It feels ridiculous to even call it that anymore, but I want to discuss our plan to deal with it. I think everyone here already knows this, but the situation is quite serious."

The final decision regarding the crystals rested with me. But to avoid such a situation in the first place, we had to formulate a solid plan.

Incidentally, the handling of 'that thing' which Fulsy and Maytyl were so excited about still had many uncertain elements. I glanced at the carefully sealed package in the corner of the room. Inside was the black crystal I had brought back from Muldorass. The negative magic crystal.

First, I needed to explain things at the strategic level. I stood in front of the stone slate.

"There are several projects the lab must undertake to prepare for this Great Calamity."

"Hmm. We have no choice but to leave the matter of the Magic Insects' nature to His Highness the Crown Prince and the others, but it's difficult to form a plan without that knowledge."

Fulsy grumbled.

"She's right. It's inefficient if we don't know the requirements. And we're on a tight schedule, aren't we."

Maytyl looked at Alfina.

"Judging from the vision I saw in the crystal, the calamity will occur in the spring, or early summer at the latest."

"We don't know how long it will take to develop new magic, and there's no guarantee it will even work. That makes further improvements to Raen the most realistic option. How are things on your end, Noel? From what you showed me earlier, it seems you've made quite a bit of progress, no?"

Maytyl directed the conversation to Noel. Noel was supposed to have been advancing the magic silver semiconductor technology, the hardware side of things. It would boost all magic. Its power had been demonstrated in the improved magic staff, but the potential of magic semiconductors was still immense.

"This is as far as I've gotten for now."

Noel took out a single silver plate. Red and blue paint flowed through grooves in its surface. Maytyl took it in her hand and channeled magic into it. The entire plate was instantly enveloped in light.

"This has gotten considerably better. When I left, this level of precision was out of the question."

"It was Vinder's idea to use capillary action to channel the magic catalyst into the grooves of the magic silver, and it's improved the yield rate quite a bit. However, we only get one that activates perfectly out of several dozen we make."

Noel said. A champion product, not champion data, huh. Still, it was a huge step forward.

"In my area of expertise, it would be improving that radar to generate purple magic. Our understanding of the properties of magic catalysts for each wavelength has also progressed significantly."

Fulsy said. As expected, she knew what she was talking about. The device to generate purple magic would be based on the radar we used in that carriage race, specifically its active mode.

It struck me again just how brilliant the members gathered here were. In a situation that was far from optimistic, they were my only salvation. Alfina was also looking at everyone with an impressed expression. I hoped this would convince her that she didn't need to push herself so hard.

The problem was that I, the one leading this team, was just an ordinary person propped up by knowledge from a past life.

In any case, I had to figure out how to combine all these excellent technologies.

"Understanding the nature of the Magic Insects, a generator for the purple magic wavelength, improvements to the magic silver circuits, and development of a magic staff that can counter the insects. Broadly speaking, that's what we need."

I organized my thoughts again. The entire magic team, who had been so proud just moments before, now looked troubled. To be blunt, each one of these was a major project in itself. That was precisely why it was crucial to decide on a strategy and set priorities.

"Which of these do you think is the top priority."

I asked first.

"They all seem indispensable. But in the end, we need the power to fight."

"I agree. If we can't defeat the Magic Insects, there's no point."

Fulsy and Maytyl said. Ultimately, power is necessary. That was true. To put it in extreme terms, if we could annihilate the Magic Insects with a single spell, we wouldn't need a strategy at all.

"But, as you both just said, we have little information about these Magic Insects..."

Noel said with a grim look on her face. In that sense, improving the foundational magic circuits, which could respond to any situation, could be called the safest bet. But...

"The most important point is to lure the Magic Insects to an uninhabited area. In other words, the device for generating purple magic is the top priority."

I stated my conclusion.

"I understand what you're trying to say. If they attack all over the kingdom at once as the prophecy foretold, we'll have no way to deal with them. However, even if we can do that, it's all the same if we can't win."

"In that sense, allowing the Magic Insects to form the largest possible swarm is itself dangerous."

Their doubts were reasonable. But there was a fundamental difference in how we were thinking.

"I get it. Vinder, you know a way for us to win for sure, don't you."

Noel said. Alfina gasped.

"Of course not."

I shook my head. For some reason, Alfina looked relieved. Did she think every single thing I did was reckless?

"Then what shall we do. It will be difficult to wait for information on the adult insects from His Highness the Crown Prince who remained in the Empire."

"Yes, in the worst case, that information will arrive at the same time as the calamity."

Just before we returned to the kingdom, there was a report that purple magic had appeared near the eastern edge of the Empire. We had hopes, but it was far from certain. Of course, with the way things were now, there was no certain method for anything.

"What will you do without information. You won't be able to form one of your famous hypotheses, will you."

Maytyl watched me with great interest.

"Right. Including magic, it will be difficult to prepare the best tactics from the outset."

What I wanted to say was the complete opposite. We would build a 'system' that could ultimately win even without complete information.

"So we won't assume we can. This time, we will create a situation where we can win using humanity's greatest strength, our learning efficiency."

I declared. If their strength was numbers, our strength would be our rate of improvement.
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			We are forced to make critical decisions with only limited information. That is just how things are, including life itself. But that statement gets us nowhere, so economics established a certain assumption. It is the ideal premise of a rational agent, a being who knows all information and can make perfectly correct judgments.

This was only ever meant to be a convenient tool for setting a kind of baseline, yet overconfidence in it has been a contributing factor to economic crises.

The policy I am about to lay out is the opposite. It is a framework for advancing down the correct path in the end, without presupposing we know the answer. In fact, it also serves as proof of just how frighteningly magnificent the system of life truly is.

How does one survive a future for which there is no information?

To simplify, let us consider this situation. There is a room with one hundred doors before you, and inside is a mating pair of a species. Like a shooting game, the back wall slowly closes in. To survive, they must open a door and proceed to the next room, the future.

These doors are the tricky part. Ninety-nine of the one hundred are rigged with deadly traps. What is more, one must pass through four of these blocks of rooms to reach the goal. In other words, to ultimately survive, they must make the one in one hundred choice correctly four times in a row. Of course, they have zero information about which door is the right one.

In other words, a straightforward approach gives you a one in one hundred million chance of survival, an incredible degree of difficulty. A brute force attempt would require one hundred million pairs of creatures.

But life solves this game with startling ease. All that is needed are the resources to produce one hundred pairs, or two hundred children.

First, before the wall closes in, this creature uses all its resources to create one hundred pairs of offspring, and then it dies. The remaining children, one pair per door, open a door and proceed to the next block. As defined, ninety-nine pairs die, and only one is left behind.

The surviving pair recovers the resources from the ninety-nine dead pairs and...

(Note. I will leave the method to your imagination.)

...it creates a new hundred pairs of children. Then it just repeats the process. The number of blocks does not actually matter, whether the odds are one in a hundred million or one in ten billion. Even with no knowledge of the correct answer, they are guaranteed to reach the goal.

Even when the future is a complete unknown, it arrives at the answer of survival. This is the true nature of the system we call life. Sacrifice is not just acceptable, it is a prerequisite. In exchange, there is no need to know the future.

Using limited resources to challenge an unknown problem and brilliantly conquer it. What a magnificent system. All it requires is the fear of death closing in from behind, and just the faintest hope for the future.

I once told Alfina and the others about the Bon-Kyu-Bon of thought, and the population fluctuation in this case follows the same pattern. Yes, this is learning. It is thought.

Whoever thought up this system is a genius. A demonic one, though. Well, this system is not predicated on intelligence, so it is likely no one thought it up at all.

However, even this wonderful method has its limits. To be efficient, the cost per individual must be low and the time to reproduction must be short. Bacteria are ideal.

Large multicellular animals with high production costs are not suited to this method. That is precisely why life developed the brain, which can learn various behaviors without having to risk life and limb.

Its ultimate form is a being that has implemented a sophisticated simulation system in its brain, and furthermore, possesses a civilization that can externalize it in the form of writing, allowing it to be passed down without relying on genes. In other words, humanity.

"Just as you all pointed out, the detailed nature of the Magic Insects is unknown. What's more, we haven't faced them in four hundred years. It may even be eight hundred years since they were truly active. That means gathering information will take time. Therefore, we will proceed on the premise that we will learn as we fight. To put it another way, we will create a strategic situation where we can gradually gather information while fighting to a draw. To rephrase, rather than aiming for victory, we will fight in a way that is optimal for learning."

Of course, it would be best if we could win outright. But we hold not only swords, but pens as well. As humans, we will compete on the efficiency of our learning. In short, we will think with the pen and fight with the sword.

"Humans learn at a much faster rate than Magic Insects. This is our advantage, and we will exploit it. Let's assume the adult insects begin their assault next spring. In the first year, it is enough not to lose. By the next year, we will have the advantage. For example, we do not hibernate, but it's highly likely the Magic Insects hibernate as pupae. That means we can use the results we gather by autumn to advance our research during the winter. This includes the development of sorcery to efficiently strike the Magic Insects, as Princess Maytyl mentioned. And progress will not be limited to sorcery. It could be our fighting methods, or how we construct our encampments. Rear support, too. In other words, the longer the battle continues, the more human tactics will evolve. I will not say the Magic Insects do not learn, but humans are faster. We will gradually gain the upper hand."

No matter how strong or large they are, in the end, the vermin are just a stationary target.

Of course, from my past life experience, I know there is a problem with this.

In my past life, there were insects that harmed humans. A prime example was agricultural pests. Humanity used insecticides to eradicate them and won a great victory. But retribution was waiting. A small number of individuals with resistance to the pesticides survived, and with their natural predators gone, they bred in massive numbers in the farmlands.

It was the result of their learning method, evolution through massive populations and rapid generational turnover, surpassing the clever schemes of the human brain. In other words, to the insects, the insecticide was nothing more than a stationary target. They conquered it not with thought, but with a Bon-Kyu-Bon of population numbers. The battle against antibiotic-resistant bacteria forced us into an even more disadvantageous fight.

But this was the result of a single round. Humanity does not merely learn, it increases the speed of learning itself. As a result, what happens if we can develop new insecticides at a rate that surpasses the speed at which insects mutate? The pests will eventually be exterminated.

This time, our opponents are of a visible size, and while their numbers are great, they are far fewer than bacteria, let alone the insects of my past life.

"And what we need for that is a battlefield where we can focus on learning, without depleting the foundation that supports that learning, our national strength."

I finished my explanation. When you assume a long-term war, strategy must include learning. This is true for both battle and business.

"Wait, but aren't the Magic Insects about to enter a period of increased purple magic, meaning their numbers will just keep growing?"

"Hmm, the basic strategy of luring them to the wyverns' territory is fine, but couldn't Magic Insects start appearing in places other than the Blood Mountains from now on? For example, what if they start breeding in the magic veins in the east and west of the kingdom?"

Maytyl and Fulsy pointed this out. Currently, the Purple Light is assumed to be observed only in the Blood Mountains and their vicinity. But from the images in the prophecy, it is highly likely that purple magic will begin appearing all over the place in the future.

In fact, there has been a reaction that seems to be the Purple Light on the eastern edge of the Empire.

"I see..."

I sank into thought. If those things are insects, even if we reduce their population to a tenth in the first year, they could recover or even double their numbers by the next.

Even if we make our fighting methods significantly more efficient in a year, if the enemy's numbers and range double, we will be slowly worn down. They would create a battle situation where we have no leeway to learn. We would be forced into a strategically disadvantageous position.

"First, it probably takes over a year for those Magic Insects to go from egg to adult."

The purple magic on Wyvern Mountain started two years ago. But the Magic Insects have not reached their adult stage. It has likely been going on for longer in the Blood Mountains, but at the very least, no swarms of Magic Insects have been spotted.

Of course, it is possible the adults that emerge in the Blood Mountains the year after next will be even greater in number than next year's. However, given the size of those Magic Insects, even if they could field a population far greater than dragons, it would never come close to the population of insects. The biomass per individual is tens of thousands of times greater than an insect's.

Taking all this into account, even if we cannot touch the Blood Mountains, their largest source, we might be able to manage the magic veins.

"I see. So if we can hold them off for the first year, we'll create a two or three year window for learning."

"If they go through a pupa stage, we might be able to reduce their numbers during the winter."

Maytyl and the others nodded. Even our current Screwflame is powerful enough to handle normal magic beasts and explore the magic veins.

Of course, this is far from certain. If the calamity were to end in a single year, we could adopt the "safe" policy of just defending our key territories, even if other parts of both nations suffered great damage. While not to the same extent as insects, humans are also living creatures, and as long as we do not go extinct, we can repopulate.

However, in this case, we must assume it will last for decades. That path leads to the inevitability of extinction.

"I understand the policy. But in order to research the purple magic..."

Fulsy looked at Alfina. Right, this method has a huge problem. It places a burden on Alfina. For now, the prophetic crystal is the only known way to artificially generate purple magic. And even setting aside emotional concerns, we cannot bet everything on a system that relies on a single person.

From the very beginning, I have aimed to build a system that does not rely on... that does not place the burden on Alfina alone.

"Alfina-sama. You cannot draw out the purple magic from the crystal at will, whenever you wish, correct?" I asked for confirmation.

"Yes. I can only wait for the crystal to react. But at the current frequency..."

"Next question. Does the crystal's reaction not also depend on its location?" I cut Alfina off.

"...You are right. What would happen if we moved the crystal from the cathedral's altar? I do not believe it would work the same as it has until now. But regarding that, there are many things we could investigate..."

"And that is why I have prepared this, the Negative Magic Crystal."

I pointed to a package that was heavily sealed to prevent it from touching a normal Magic Crystal. A mineral with the potential to draw out magic without the need for a person with the aptitude. With this, it might become possible to generate magic without a caster.

The strategy I just laid out creates a situation where it is more important to simply generate large amounts of purple magic than it is to have the crystal's prophetic ability. All that is left is to find a way to generate purple magic that does not depend on aptitude.

A stable system that does not rely on an individual. Yes, that is the foundation of security.

"So, I would like to start by analyzing this thing's properties at Iris."

Given its property of turning Magic Crystals into worthless pebbles, we cannot just stick it onto the prophetic crystal without testing it first.

"I understand the logic. ...Well, it sounds interesting, so I will allow it."

"...Something about this still bothers me a little. But very well. Since it is you saying it, Ricardo, let us proceed as you say for now."

I had secured the approval of the leaders of both the kingdom and the Empire. Alfina wore a slightly unconvinced expression, but she said nothing.

"Alright, let's split up the work. First, Director, please prepare for the development of a device to improve the radar and transmit a specific wavelength over a wide area. Noel, I need you to work out the basic manufacturing procedure for the new sorcery circuits. Princess Maytyl, I'd like you to help Noel with the design aspects of the sorcery circuits, and also with the analysis of the Negative Magic Crystal."

I assigned the tasks in rapid succession.

"Um, what about me........."

Alfina raised her hand. Crap, I did not think this through.

"Uhm, Alfina-sama......... for the sake of an emergency........."

"Aren't you being even more overprotective than before? ...Well, whatever," Maytyl muttered.

"F, For now, maybe Alfina-sama could coordinate between the teams? I mean, we asked you to do that for the bearings, and for the last joint research project, too," Noel said. I see, a nice save.

"You're right. Yes. Please do. It is undoubtedly an important role."

Especially since it is the kind of thing I cannot do. Yes, a perfect fit for her skills.

"...I understand. But please, be sure to tell me when you need me. And Princess Maytyl, I leave that matter from before in your hands," Alfina said.

"Well, that's how it is. The future of humanity rests on our shoulders, so we had better give it our all," Fulsy said, uncharacteristically. Has he finally developed a sense of responsibility as a leader? As I said earlier, the core of this strategy depends on Fulsy's radar.

"...Haven't I been put in the worst possible position at the worst possible time?"

Noel trembled. It seems she was only now realizing the great weight of her responsibility. That is right. This is on a whole different level of difficulty from training new apprentices. Although, considering we need to mass-produce the new sorcery staves, I would like to ask her to handle the apprentices' training and management as well.

Anyway, enough about that. It is my turn. First, to analyze that mysterious crystal. Generating magic without aptitude, what kind of principle could even make that possible?
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			The day after our strategy meeting, I was on the first floor of the lab. All the magic catalyst work had been moved to the new wing, so I was in the now vacant biology lab, ready to experiment with the Negative Magic Crystal.

Fulsy had been tearfully begged by Noel and reluctantly went to the Magic Dormitory to sort things out. She kept glancing back at me until the very last moment. As the eldest, a de facto count, and the pinnacle of the kingdom's sorcery, I wanted her to at least be a shield for her young subordinate.

Alfina had also been unusually concerned, but for now I had her helping Noel. As long as they were handling Sorcery Silver and existing Magic Catalysts, nothing strange was likely to happen. Over here, on the other hand, there was no telling what might occur.

And so, Maytyl was now next to me, not even trying to hide her curiosity.

"I'm all ready," said Maytyl, who had been preparing the Iris.

On a tray on the table were three types of Magic Crystals. A scrap Magic Crystal from a slime mold monster no bigger than a poppy seed, a regular red Magic Crystal, and a Crimson Magic Crystal.

"Time to see what this can do."

I took a black mineral out of a tightly sealed bag. I held it up to the lamp's light to observe it. Other than being black, it didn't look all that different from a Magic Crystal. But since it hadn't been processed, its shape was distorted. Its cross section, however, was sharp and glossy. With its color, it almost resembled obsidian, a precious resource in the Stone Age.

"So, what are you planning to do with this troublesome little thing?"

Maytyl peered at my hands. She was so close our shoulders were touching.

"First, I want to confirm the phenomenon. How exactly do you draw magic from a regular Magic Crystal with a Negative Magic Crystal?"

"It's less like drawing out magic and more like you're ruining the Magic Crystal. It's simple, just watch..."

Maytyl held the black Negative Magic Crystal in her right hand and a reddish brown scrap Magic Crystal in her left. Then she touched them together.

The point of contact gave off a faint light. The light slowly flickered, grew dimmer, and then vanished completely after a few seconds.

"Just like that. And now, this Magic Crystal is empty."

Maytyl pinched the scrap Magic Crystal between her index finger and thumb. The crystal, which was supposed to release magic at a sorcerer's will, didn't react at all.

"...So I can do that too, right?"

I took the Negative Magic Crystal from Maytyl and picked up a new scrap Magic Crystal. I brought them together with some trepidation, and a light appeared, just as it had for Maytyl.

"Whoa."

I was actually a little impressed. I felt like I'd become a real wizard.

"They once discovered a promising vein of Magic Crystals in the Empire, but the same site had a black stratum containing this stuff. None of the Magic Crystals they excavated could be used. That's why people generally hate it. I've even heard them say it 'breaks' or 'taints' the crystals."

"But if it draws out magic, you'd think there would be some use for it..."

"When we draw magic from a Magic Crystal, we can give it a certain amount of directionality, but what you just saw spread out in all directions, right? That means it's inefficient for channeling into a magic formation. And on top of that, the total amount of magic seems to be less than when we draw it out ourselves."

"The magic spreading out is a good thing, but the smaller amount is a problem..."

I fell into thought. My plan was to see if I could use this to forcibly extract the purple magic from the crystal. But based on what she just said, I couldn't just go and try that. I have to admit, I wasn't entirely free from the temptation to do it on purpose and ruin the crystal...

"So does it just suck up all the magic?"

"Hmm... Yes, that's close to how it feels. I felt something a little strange just now, too..."

"Strange?"

"The wavelength seems... No, we'll know if we measure it."

"Right, let's put it on the Iris."

Even if she talks about feelings, I can't really see any of it.

We began the measurement with the Iris. The magic generated from the contact between the Negative Magic Crystal and the scrap Magic Crystal illuminated the Magic-sensing Paper. Three bands appeared on the paper. But they were certainly faint. And they were extremely blurry.

To confirm, I had Maytyl try to draw magic from the scrap Magic Crystal after it had been touched by the Negative Magic Crystal. As expected, no bands appeared on the Magic-sensing Paper.

"It's definitely drawing out the magic, no doubt about it."

This was obvious to Maytyl, but for me, this was the only way to be sure. The phenomenon itself might not require any special aptitude, but investigating it involved too many things I couldn't do on my own. And we had far too much that needed to be done.

I looked out the window at the now fully winter landscape and almost sighed.

When I turned back, Maytyl was staring intently at the bands. Then, she slowly took out a scrap Magic Crystal and drew out the magic herself.

"Look. They seem similar, but they're shifted."

"...What do you mean?"

"This is what I thought was strange earlier."

The band that appeared was shifted toward the lower energy side compared to the one from the Negative Magic Crystal. No, the magic drawn out by the Negative Magic Crystal was shifted toward a shorter wavelength, in other words, the higher energy side. Is this like a blueshift for light?

"Does that mean it converted the quantity of magic into quality?"

"I don't know. It's a bit late to be saying this, but wavelength analysis is terrifyingly useful, isn't it. Every time we do something, we discover a new phenomenon."

"Ah, yeah. I get that it's interesting. But right now..."

"I know."

Maytyl repeated the same process several times. The results weren't stable, but there was a clear tendency for the band to shift toward the higher energy side. However, the width of the shift was terribly inconsistent, and the bands weren't sharp.

Still, wasn't this an incredibly valuable discovery? I shifted my gaze to the tray. There lay the other souvenir from the Empire.

"...If this happens with a scrap Magic Crystal. Then, hey, Maytyl."

I grew excited, having thought of a possibility. It seemed Maytyl had also realized what I was getting at, as she picked up the Crimson Magic Crystal. When she touched the Negative Magic Crystal to the crimson one, a blurry band appeared in a completely different area of the Magic-sensing Paper.

"Just as I thought. It's producing a magic wavelength close to purple. We can use this!"

It was a better result than I could have hoped for. We might be able to create Purple Magic using Crimson Magic Crystals. We could generate purple magic without Alfina or the crystal.

"Oh, no. This is an important result. A-and it's interesting..."

"...I know. I know exactly what you're thinking, Ricardo."

Maytyl said sarcastically, but her expression quickly returned to that of a serious sorcerer.

"It's not stable. And it's inefficient."

"You're right."

There must be some condition we're missing. The way the bands appeared varied even more than when we used the scrap Magic Crystals.

"But this phenomenon is worth pursuing."

"Yes, as a sorcerer, I acknowledge that."

Maytyl agreed. But she still seemed somewhat displeased. Speaking of which...

"Maytyl, um, are you okay being exposed to the purple magic?"

"Even if something were to happen, not with this small an amount. Still..."

Maytyl leaned in, bringing her face close to mine.

"W-what is it?"

"So you worry about me, too."

"O-of course I do."

"As a useful piece of lab equipment, perhaps?"

"I've never once thought of you like that."

Just as I said that in a fluster, the door opened.

"Ricardo-kun. Just now, a magic similar to the crystal's..."

Alfina came into the room, bringing Noel with her. She saw me and Maytyl and froze for a moment.

"Alfina-sama, please don't come any closer carelessly."

The words escaped my lips before I could think.

"A shame. It seems your treatment of me is quite different from your favorite."

Maytyl shrugged and moved away from me.

***

"It's still not stable."

I grumbled, looking at the Magic-sensing Paper. Since then, I had repeated the experiment, considering all sorts of factors like angle, distance, and shape. But while all of them seemed to have an effect, none were decisive. It was possible multiple parameters were interacting with each other.

"You've certainly used them extravagantly."

Maytyl said, looking at the mountain of depleted Crimson Magic Crystals. The supply of Crimson Magic Crystals from the Empire, while not small, was finite. Moreover, considering the decisive battle with the Magic Insects, we couldn't afford to be wasteful.

But to generate purple magic, not only were scrap Magic Crystals useless, so were the regular ones. It made sense, in a way, since we were raising the original wavelength. But we didn't understand the principle behind it.

"And we can't replenish the crimson ones with the Mana Charging Furnace."

"That's true. Though we might be able to if we used the Purple Magic Vent at that flying dragon mountain."

"Right, there is that option..."

If the battle against the Magic Insects becomes a long one, whether or not we can recycle Crimson Magic Crystals using the Purple Magic Vents likely to appear in the kingdom and the Empire will be crucial.

"But, if it's just the amount we're using here..."

Maytyl glanced at the next room.

"Absolutely not," I said.

"...Haaah. Well, if that's your policy, Ricardo, I'll respect it. You've earned the right to be that selfish."

"Sorry. I really appreciate it."

"I'm the one who filled your head with what must be your biggest source of anxiety, after all. But..."

Maytyl stared at me. I think I knew what she was trying to say. She was asking what I would do if a situation arose where we couldn't afford to say such things.

This could potentially place an even greater burden on Alfina. But I've seen Alfina fall ill, seen her collapse because of the crystal. I'm not having that happen again.

"Let's get everything ready so we can move the moment a Purple Magic Vent appears."

"Yes."

Another thing to do. No, another thing we *can* do.

Discovering that we can create purple magic with the Negative Magic Crystal is a huge success. For someone like me who lacks even one percent of a genius's talent, it's a rare stroke of serendipity that has fallen into my lap. All that's left is to make it work with one hundred percent effort and ingenuity.

If I'm going to insist on having my own way in this situation, that's the least I can do.
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			"Princess Maytyl, about when we transfer this type of Magic Seal to the circuit..."

"Ah, that part is difficult, isn't it. Two parameters clash and..."

Even during their break, Noel was asking Princess Maytyl questions. He was talking about etching circuits onto Sorcery Silver semiconductors. The simple lines were one thing, but the patterns themselves were essentially a black box. I had a look once. A light floated like a hologram above a pattern, changing shape and linking with the pattern next to it.

It was obvious at a glance that adjusting the distance and size was difficult. Well, the more lasting impression was the utter astonishment of the staff from the Magic Dormitory as they watched Noel pull it off alongside the Imperial Princess.

"Hmm. A catalyst whose effect changes depending on the extraction method... Interesting. This will be a hint for finding catalysts with similar properties. What about the one that reflects red magic power?"

Fulsy was discussing Magic Catalysts with Vinaldira. They were likely for the radar. Having succeeded, for the time being, in generating purple magic power, Fulsy was designing a prototype radar that would spread the magic generated by the Negative Magic Crystal across the surrounding area. It seemed the basic design could be the same as before.

No one was resting. With everyone so busy with their own tasks, it was perhaps inevitable that these breaks would become a time for exchanging information.

Besides them, Sherry and Rilka were of course involved, and occasionally Dalgan and Plural would join in too. The drop in temperature, for instance, could affect the culture medium.

The one coordinating all of this was Alfina, with Natalie helping her. According to Natalie, the people in the new wing have started calling their meetings the Magic Conclave. Half the participants are not even mages, though.

"It really makes me wonder if someone like me should even be here," Natalie said.

I was about to say she was exaggerating, but then I looked around and held my tongue. The Great Sage, the youngest court mage in history, the Oracle Princess of Prophecy. This was, in fact, a Magic Conclave.

No, with an Imperial Princess present, I would need to add "International" to the name.

"Um, Ricardo-kun. About the summary of our work..."

Alfina approached me. She held several memos in her hand.

"I see, so the instability of the generated magic power is hindering the prototypes. Um, this part still shows no regularity... It would be a waste to use the Crimson Magic Crystals, so we're using the scrap crystals to experiment with finding a pattern."

The Negative Magic Crystal draws out magic power, and the Magic-sensing Paper reacts when hit by it, so even I can conduct experiments. Calling it a return to basics sounds good, but considering the time we have left...

"And, um, about the sensory difference between that phenomenon and drawing out magic power normally..."

"There is no doubt that magic power is coming out, but something is wrong. The magic flows without resistance." "There's no feedback, you know. It's like a soft *swoosh*." These were the impressions of those with the aptitude. The staff from the Magic Dormitory seemed to feel much the same.

Such sensory descriptions were hard to grasp. It was only natural, since they could see things I could not, but what if we were meddling with something that could not be handled with half-baked knowledge? For example, what if there were multiple principles for drawing out magic power?

"What do you think?" Alfina asked. This was bad, I could not show any weakness here.

"Thank you. I think I'm starting to see it. I'll try adjusting the scope of the experiments, or rather, the direction," I said. Alfina's expression softened just a little.

"Speaking of which, you've been helping Mya lately too, right?" I said to Natalie.

"Yes, she seems to be having a very hard time. Of course, I can't possibly help with her discussions with the nobles from the Chancellor's Office."

Natalie spoke while holding a plate of soba manju.

"And then there's the matter of those bonds. The chairman said he wants a direct explanation from you, Ricardo-sama. It seems the royal court has been particularly..."

"Guh, that's right."

I remembered the documents Mya told me were urgent. The bond's interest rate, the period until redemption, the conversion terms. Everything was guesswork. When should I do it?

"Ricardo-kun. You're really pushing yourself too hard... You're taking on too much work."

Alfina's eyes were on the paper in my hand. It listed everything that needed to be done right now.

"It's fine. I have a trick for handling these things without getting overwhelmed."

I showed her another sheet of paper. This one listed issues to be considered, including those for the future. Separating them like this makes them easier to manage.

◇◇

The results of the experiments were laid out before me. I looked at them and groaned. On a piece of paper to the side, I had organized the results, analyzed them, considered new hypotheses and verification methods, and planned how to re-run the experiments.

"It's probably related to the contact surface area."

That was all I had figured out. I was no closer to understanding the crucial conditions for stably generating purple magic power or the method for efficiently extracting it.

And beside me were the Crimson Magic Crystals, their magic power completely depleted. I did not even want to think about their street value, if such a thing existed.

This was the result of rushing to find an application without even understanding the principle. A truly bad feeling sent a chill down my spine.

"How unusual. For you to be struggling, Ricardo."

Princess Maytyl said, poking her head into the room. She looked at the Magic Crystals scattered around me with an exasperated expression.

"I don't get what you mean by 'for you'. Magic power is outside my expertise. I'm a merchant, after all."

"I'm not being sarcastic, you know. Seeing you so deep in thought like this makes you seem more like a normal sorcerer... It's reassuring in a way."

For some reason, Princess Maytyl was smiling.

"Normal, I'm..."

I understood she was trying to encourage me, but it was just more pressure. After all, every idea I have had about magic so far has been an application of knowledge from Earth. When I have no idea what to apply, like this time, this is the result. You could call it the limit of textbook knowledge.

I am not a scientist to begin with. There is no way I can uncover the principles of an unknown phenomenon on my own.

"I'm worried you're pushing yourself too hard, Ricardo-kun. You didn't come back yesterday either, did you? Mya was worried too," Alfina said as she entered behind Princess Maytyl. It seemed they had come together. They had been talking together occasionally lately. I was curious about what they discussed.

"Oh, please. Research is *supposed* to be like this."

"Ricardo-kun is not a mage. Besides, he has so many other difficult things to deal with..."

The air between Alfina and Princess Maytyl grew cold.

"Um, what are you two...?" I asked timidly.

"I was asking her about the images from her prophecies to see if we could find any direction for improving sorcery. You know, like the possibility of them using lightning. We struggled against the lightning even that larva was cloaked in. It would be a threat if they attacked us from the sky, wouldn't it?" Princess Maytyl said. Alfina nodded.

"So we have to think about countermeasures for that too..."

While it was not confirmed information, the possibility was high. Would we need to set up something like lightning rods on the battlefield? What about its relationship with the weather? And how do living creatures generate electricity in the first place...

There was too much to think about. How should I prioritize it all...

I looked at the black crystal in my hand. The Negative Magic Crystal was just an amateur's passing idea. There was no guarantee it would be useful. Objectively speaking, clinging to a hunch any further was problematic.

If there was another way to generate purple magic power...

"I want to help more, but... If it's about purple magic power, there should be something I can do," Alfina said, looking at me.

"No, relying solely on the crystal is too risky. It's better to have multiple ways to attract the Magic Insects. A method that becomes unusable if something happens once is not viable," I said. I was not lying. I did not even want to imagine what would happen if Alfina collapsed at a crucial moment. Alfina fell into thought.

"Well, what he's saying isn't wrong," Princess Maytyl said with a look of resignation. That's right. My theoretical argument was perfect. That's right. Now that I knew it was possible to artificially generate purple magic power, I should not give up. Objectively.

"Princess Maytyl..."

"However, I want you to show me the crystal once. That should be fine, right? I am a representative of an allied nation regarding the prophesied disaster."

"Yes. Of course!" Alfina nodded before I could stop her. Should I use my authority to stop this? No, there was a limit to how much I could rely on Princess Maytyl's favor.

While I hesitated, the two of them began making plans to go to the cathedral right away. I suppose once would be fine.

Alfina thanked Princess Maytyl and left the room. She probably needed to prepare and contact the cathedral.

"What will you do, Ricardo?" the remaining Princess Maytyl asked me.

"Huh?"

"I'm saying you should come along if you're worried."

"Ah, right..."

"Ricardo. I understand you're worried, but..." Princess Maytyl's eyes narrowed slightly as she looked at me.

"I know."

I picked up an empty Crimson Magic Crystal from the tray beside me. I would also test whether the Crimson Magic Crystal could be recharged with purple magic power.

It is over if I lose my composure. If I am going to place a burden on Alfina, I must consider how to lessen her future burdens, even if only a little.

"Honestly. The look on your face just now, Ricardo, it was like you wanted to lock that girl up in a cage or something," Princess Maytyl said. What kind of face is that?

Besides, that was an ill omen. I have to do my best to make sure Alfina does not become the canary in the coal mine.
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			"Hmm, so this is the prophetic ancient dragon's eye. I've never seen one this large. And the paths for the flow of magic are incredibly delicate..."

As soon as we entered the Crystal Chamber, Maytyl stared at the crystal with fascination. I wish she would consider her position for a moment.

Luiza's expression didn't change, but I could tell Clau was tense. After all, two and a half of the disasters we've faced so far have been related to the Empire. Though the person in question seemed less concerned and more driven by curiosity.

"Can we begin right away?"

"Yes, we're receiving a signal almost constantly."

Alfina replied. Then she looked at the Iris I was preparing.

"This will be useful for your experiments too, Ricardo-kun, won't it?"

She looked truly happy. Her smile made me uneasy.

"We're just running a short-term test, it will be over quickly. So, um... please, don't overdo it..."

I held up an empty Magic Crystal.

"Is just one enough?"

"Yes, it's still a very important experiment."

I only brought one Crimson Magic Crystal for the charging test from the start. I have no intention of using Alfina as a battery charger. This is purely to test the possibility of charging Crimson Magic Crystals for the battles to come.

And it was true that this was an extremely important experiment. I explained to Alfina the significance of being able to charge Crimson Magic Crystals on a large scale for the coming battles. Alfina nodded firmly as she listened.

I prepared the Iris. Aiming it at the crystal, I set up a Crimson Magic Crystal that had its magic discharged by a Negative Magic Crystal instead of Magic-sensing Paper.

"Please begin."

At my word, Alfina faced the crystal. Maytyl gave a sudden `biku` twitch. The next moment, a vortex of magic rose from the crystal. Was it just my imagination, or was it stronger than before...

I had to end this as quickly as possible. I hurriedly opened the cover on the light path leading to the prism, focusing the purple wavelength onto the Crimson Magic Crystal. I flipped the hourglass.

Maytyl had also begun her own experiment. It seemed to be a test of running purple magic through a sample magic circuit. The theory was that since crimson magic produced faster calculations than red magic, purple would be even faster still. This was to verify that hypothesis.

Every single grain of falling sand was irritating. The moment the designated time was up, I immediately closed the cover on the light path. Enough time had passed that a normal Magic Crystal would have recovered. Maytyl nodded at me as well.

"The experiment is over. You can stop now, it's alright."

Alfina obediently stepped away from the crystal. A faint sheen of sweat dotted her forehead, but at least there was no change in her expression or gait. If anything, she tilted her head as if to ask if that was really all.

Well, call me overprotective, but I was worried.

"What incredible output. It was more than I imagined. It's certainly effective. The only problem is whether the circuit can handle it..."

Maytyl seemed incredibly impressed.

"More importantly. I need you to test this."

I said in a slightly low voice. Alfina seemed fine, but it was bad for my heart.

"I know, I know. Alright then, let's see how well the crimson one has recovered."

Maytyl came over to the Iris. I handed her the crystal. She placed it on her palm and closed her eyes. One second passed, then two. ...Normally, I should be able to see the light leaking from it...

"That's strange."

Maytyl opened her eyes. She stared intently at the jewel in her palm. Come to think of it, something had bothered me earlier. It felt as if the magical light had passed straight through the Magic Crystal. I hadn't paid it any mind because what I see isn't the magic itself, but the light it indirectly produces.

"Does this mean a Crimson Magic Crystal can't be charged with purple magic?"

I asked. Maytyl nodded. My guess had been wrong. Charging a Magic Crystal is more efficient the purer the magical wavelength. In that respect, the purple magic from the crystal was ideal. For it to fail means...

"Was I not helpful?"

"No, that's not true at all."

I said in a hurry.

"Yes, it's not a welcome result, but finding out in advance that it doesn't work is a huge gain."

Maytyl said. She was right. If we had based our strategy on the premise that we could recycle Crimson Magic Crystals, only to find out it was impossible right before, it would have been a catastrophe.

"Still, it's a bit strange. I wonder if the conditions are different from a normal Magic Crystal."

Maytyl rolled the Crimson Magic Crystal with her fingertips.

There was a possibility. If charging a Magic Crystal with magic was 'excitation' as I imagined, then we would need to apply just the right amount of energy. It might not be a simple matter of using a high-energy wavelength. I had been assuming that, unlike with electrons, the energy levels of magic were simpler, but...

"No, wait. Energy levels? The same as electron excitation... Ah!"

Perhaps I had been fundamentally mistaken this whole time. I had been understanding it through the metaphor of magic as light and sorcery circuits as electronic circuits, but that's strange when you think about it. Sorcery circuits should be understood as optical circuits. That in itself is fine.

But if that's the case...

"You've thought of something, Ricardo."

"Yeah. Well, I have no proof. But I've thought of one problem. What is it that becomes empty inside a Magic Crystal?"

"Is it not... magic?"

"Yes, there was another possibility. What if the thing that flowed from the Magic Crystal to the Negative Magic Crystal wasn't magic..."

At my words, Alfina and Maytyl looked puzzled. And rightly so, since magic was actually flowing.

"First, I want to try this."

Proof is better than theory. I brought a Negative Magic Crystal into contact with a scrap Magic Crystal. A light flared and then subsided. With that, this Magic Crystal was now empty. And if my theory was correct...

I picked up a Crimson Magic Crystal that still had plenty of magic left in it.

"Use this to charge the empty scrap Magic Crystal."

With that, I placed the scrap Magic Crystal in the Iris.

"...So even though our hopes of replenishing them were just dashed, you're going to use a crimson one to charge a scrap Magic Crystal."

With a look of dissatisfaction, Maytyl drew out the magic from the Crimson Magic Crystal. The crimson wavelength, purified by the dragon crystal, struck the magic-depleted scrap Magic Crystal. After a moment, I removed the scrap crystal and handed it to Maytyl.

"...Huh?"

Maytyl looked surprised as she held the Magic Crystal between her fingers.

"Just as I thought. The magic hasn't been charged. Right?"

"...Y, yes."

Maytyl looked bewildered.

"My interpretation of the phenomenon caused by the Negative Magic Crystal was completely wrong. What was flowing wasn't magic. It was the particles that generate magic, trapped inside the Magic Crystal."

Magic is a type of force. In my previous life, there were four types. Gravity, electromagnetism, the strong nuclear force, and the weak nuclear force. And in this world, there is magic in addition to those.

And in my past life, all four forces shared a common structure. There are particles that 'generate' the force, and there are the particles of the generated force, the force carriers.

For example, in the case of electromagnetism, the electric force, light is the force-mediating particle, the force carrier. It's highly likely that the magic drawn from a Magic Crystal is also carried by some kind of force particle that doesn't exist in the universe of my past life.

And, if magic corresponds to photons, then considering the 'universal properties of force,' what's inside the Magic Crystal is...

"In short, a Magic Crystal is no different from Edison's light bulb... So a Negative Magic Crystal isn't so much 'negative' as it is..."

Concepts from my past life bubbled up in my mind, putting everything in order.

"Ricardo-kun?"

"He's probably fine. Noel said it too, but when Ricardo starts saying strange things like this, something amazing is sure to come of it."

"Is that so? Even though I don't understand it..."

"I suppose so. In this field, Ricardo and I have spent so much time together..."

I finally connected it to the concepts I learned in my past life. I had long considered magic to be the fifth force of physics, and I even thought that recharging magic was excitation, yet look at this mess. A physics student would have realized this in an instant.

I looked at Alfina and Maytyl, exasperated with myself. For some reason, a smug-looking Maytyl and a slightly pouting Alfina were facing off.

What happened?

Oh well, I'll explain when we get back to the lab. With my own vague understanding, I won't be able to explain it with words alone.
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			After returning to the lab from the sanctuary, I had Noel prepare a washbasin for me. When I was looking for something that would float, Fulsy brought me a wooden ball about the size of a ping pong ball.

I set the basin on the desk and filled it with water.

Then, I looked at the members who had gathered. Alfina, Maytyl, Fulsy, and Noel. They were likely the leading minds on this world's magical power.

As for me, I only possessed a half-baked knowledge of concepts created by the great minds of my past life.

"Hey, are you going to tell us what's starting already?"

Maytyl looked like she couldn't wait any longer. Having witnessed the failed magic crystal charging in the sanctuary, she probably felt like she was being made to wait for a treat. But for an amateur like me to explain, this kind of visual aid was necessary.

"The preparations are done now."

I placed a stand over the basin, straddling it, and put a small dish on top of the stand.

"I wonder what sort of talk will begin this time."

Fulsy was brimming with curiosity too.

"Um, it's about the mechanism by which a person with the aptitude creates magical power from a magic crystal, I suppose," I said while placing the wooden ball on the stand.

"It's, it's starting again!" Noel cried out.

What would she do if my hand slipped and I dropped the ball. I really hoped I wouldn't fall flat on my face before I even started.

"Since it's something you've thought of, Ricardo-kun, I'm sure it must be something amazing."

Alfina looked at me as if she were gazing at something brilliant.

"I'll have you know, what I'm about to explain isn't necessarily correct. I have no way of judging, since I can't use magic myself. I want you to understand that this is, as usual, just unconfirmed speculation."

"...The same as always, I see."

"That's right, it's just speculation. But it's always right."

"Ah, so the same as always."

I had a feeling the sorcery team wasn't listening to me. Well, it was a fundamental concept for all forces, so I thought it would probably hold true for magic too.

"First, 'force', and not just magical power, is composed of two things. The object that generates it, and the transmission of the generated force," I said.

Everyone fell silent.

"For example, a voice is..."

I opened my mouth wide and pointed to the back of my throat.

"It's a phenomenon where waves of air, created by a vibrating organ called the throat, are transmitted. It's difficult with invisible air, so I've prepared water here."

All eyes turned to the washbasin.

"This ball is the thing that generates the force, and the water's waves are what transmit it. First of all, to cause anything to happen, you need a source, you need energy. It's the same as not being able to buy anything without money. Like this wallet."

I took the money out of my own wallet and placed it on the desk. Next to it, I put the wooden ball.

"For the ball to generate waves in the water, the ball must possess energy. For example, a ball placed at the same height as the water like this has no energy. It's an empty wallet. So, it can't cause anything to happen."

I slowly floated the wooden ball in the water. Of course, no matter how carefully I did it, some slight waves were created, but I hoped they would forgive me that.

"But, if I store energy in the wooden ball like this..."

I picked up the ball with my fingers and lifted it. About ten centimeters high.

"By lifting the ball, I've stored in it an amount of energy equal to the work my arm did to lift it. It's the same as a little money going into a wallet because I worked. And when I release it..."

I let go of my hand, and with a *pochan*, the ball fell onto the surface of the water. Waves spread out from that point.

"That energy is transmitted to the surroundings in the form of water waves. The more energy the original ball has, the bigger the waves it causes will be."

I lifted the ball twice as high as before, to the same height as the stand. Then, I did the same thing again.

With a *bashan*, water splashed, and larger waves than before were generated. Fulsy and Maytyl, who were watching with rapt attention, got spattered with water.

"It is an obvious thing, if one were to say it. However, your talks of this sort are all the more frightening for how obvious they are."

Contrary to her words, Fulsy's eyes were shining brightly.

"That's right. This story is going to connect to the generation of magic, the most fundamental of all sorcery basics, isn't it?"

Maytyl swallowed with a *gokuri*. Neither of them seemed to mind being splashed with water.

"Yes, from here we move on to magic. In the case of magical power, the inside of a magic crystal is packed with these balls, so to speak. Beings that generate the waves of magic. Let's provisionally call the source that generates magic a 'magic particle'. Inside the magic crystal, these magic particles store energy to produce magic. In other words, this state."

I once again lifted the ball and placed it on the stand above the basin.

"Magic particles rarely interact with most things. In other words, for a person like me without the aptitude, it's as if magic particles don't exist."

I moved my hand left and right over the ball on the stand, being careful not to touch it.

"Like this. No matter what I do, no magic is generated. But, a person with the aptitude can interfere with magic particles."

I lightly poked the ball with my fingertip. The ball fell from the stand, dropped onto the water's surface, and generated waves.

"This is the phenomenon occurring inside a magic crystal. When a person with the aptitude stimulates a magic particle, the energy stored inside it spreads to the surroundings as a wave. This wave is magical power. Naturally, the higher the position of this ball, the greater the magic that is generated."

"So, that means a crimson magic crystal is at a higher position than a normal red one..."

"Or it's a wallet stuffed with a lot of money."

"It helps that you all understand so quickly."

I looked at my audience, half in amazement.

"Well, how should I put it. When you handle magic crystals all the time, you know. Hearing it put that way, I can't help but think that might be it. Especially when Vinder says it."

"I don't really get it, but I can tell that you're saying something amazing, Ricardo-kun."

Noel was keeping up too. Alfina was also trying desperately to understand, even though the topic was surely unfamiliar to her.

The source material for this explanation was, of course, electricity. To be precise, it was electromagnetism, one of the four fundamental forces of physics. The particles that cause electromagnetism are charged particles, the easiest to understand being the electron. And the wave that transmits electromagnetism is light. Light is made of photons.

When an electron vibrates, photons are produced. In my previous life, a light bulb would be an easy example. Electrons flow through the filament of the light bulb. When an electron inside the filament collides with it, that vibration causes the electron to release energy in the form of a photon. In other words, the energy the electron possessed is transmitted to the surroundings as light.

To use another analogy, an electron is like a sled heavily loaded with packages called photons. As long as it's running straight on a flat road, the packages don't fall off. But if the road becomes bumpy or it's forced to turn a corner, the packages fall.

To put it in economic terms, a passerby with money won't spend it on an empty street, but if the surroundings are lined with products that stimulate desire, or if aggressive touts are rampant, they will cough up their money. It's a feeling like that.

And this property, of having a particle that generates a force and a wave that carries the force, is common to all forces, not just electromagnetism. For electromagnetism, it's electrons and photons. For gravity, it's mass and gravitons. The strong and weak forces are basically the same.

Incidentally, the reason Hideki Yukawa became the first Japanese person to win a Nobel Prize was, I believe, for his great contribution to establishing this concept.

Then it's highly likely that magic is the same. In other words, there must be magic particles that carry a magical charge, and something like a magic-on, generated by magic particles, that transmits magical power.

"There was a hint. It's the mechanism of the Mana Charging Furnace. A state where all the magic particles inside a magic crystal have fallen, that is an empty crystal in the normal sense, its magic exhausted. So..."

I once again lifted the ball floating on the water's surface and returned it to the stand.

"If you hit it with magic and recharge the magic particles once more, it can generate magical power again."

I dropped the ball I had just lifted back up. This is similar to how water used in hydroelectric power generation falls to zero elevation, the sea, and is then lifted to a high altitude again by the light of the sun.

There was a hint. Being able to charge a magic crystal by hitting it with magic is like excitation in the case of electrons. In other words, just like with electromagnetism, there is a relationship corresponding to electrons and photons. I had arrived at the answer long ago, I just hadn't realized it.

"...Then, what happens in the case of a negative magic crystal?"

Maytyl swallowed hard with a *gokuri*.

"That's the crucial point. The story so far has been based on the premise that magic particles cannot leave the magic crystal. I think the negative magic crystal is the exception. In other words, the phenomenon that occurs when you bring a negative magic crystal and a normal magic crystal close together is not the movement of magical power, but the movement of 'magic particles'."

Normally when releasing magic, the magic particles remain inside the magic crystal. But when a negative magic crystal makes contact, the magic particles themselves move. Using the earlier analogy, magic particles fall from the normal magic crystal into the negative magic crystal. The magical power is merely a byproduct of that.

"So, you mean the magic crystal that touched the negative magic crystal has no more magic particles to cause magic. That's why when you try to charge it by hitting it with magic, it just passes right through."

"What about the reason why a normal red magic crystal released magic close to crimson, or a crimson one released magic close to purple?"

"That would be because of this."

I took the washbasin down from the table and placed it on the floor. Then, I dropped the ball from on top of the table. A large wave was generated.

"Bring me a magic crystal that's been depleted of magic through the normal method."

When I said that, Noel handed me a magic crystal. I touched it to the negative magic crystal. A faint light was produced.

"In other words, even a ball that has fallen to the same height as the normal basin will still create a wave if it falls to an even lower place."

If the stand on the table is positive, and the table is zero, then the floor is negative. To put it another way, the negative magic crystal attracts the magic particles inside a normal magic crystal. That's why the movement of magic particles occurs without doing anything. And the energy of that fall creates magical power.

Magic is without a doubt the fifth fundamental force of physics. I'm pretty sure there was a theory in the cosmology of my past life that universes could exist where the types or number of forces were different. But no matter the force, this principle is universal. In other words, when you think at the meta-law level, a common form emerges.

"So, with that said, I want to reconsider how to handle negative magic crystals based on what we've just discussed," I stated.

"Wait, something about the order of this is strange. This talk, it goes beyond just magic, it's about the fundamental nature of all, well, 'movement' in the world..."

"That's right. I don't know how to describe it, but out of everything I've heard so far, that gave me the biggest chill."

"My head..."

No, you guys are the ones giving me chills. Fulsy and the others can intuitively perceive magic, a "force" that acts in an extremely pure, easy-to-analyze way, yet they can understand it from my explanation.

Meanwhile, I, who was the same nationality as Hideki Yukawa in my past life, am doing my best just to give a rough outline of the general concept. This is my limit.

For example, I don't know what a magic-on, the force carrier particle that mediates magic, is like. It's a type of gauge boson that didn't exist on Earth, with an integer spin. Considering its range, it's probably massless and moves at the speed of light...

Yeah, there's no way I can figure it out at my level. Wave function? The Standard Model? To me, that's literally talk from another world, Earth.

"In any case, we don't have time, and I want to hurry to the application," I insisted forcefully.

"...What do you plan to do, specifically?" Fulsy nodded as if she had no other choice.

"When brought into contact with a negative magic crystal, the fluctuation in magical power is large. That means the path the magic particles take as they fall toward the negative magic crystal is rough. Magic particles only move from a magic crystal to a negative magic crystal upon contact. This means the distance magic particles can travel between crystals across the air is extremely small."

I spoke while remembering that the magic generation experiments using the negative magic crystal had depended on surface area.

"Even the fine irregularities between the two crystals can cause fluctuations. In that case, if we make both magic crystals touch perfectly, it's highly likely that the efficiency will increase and the generated magical power will stabilize. Do you have something like a file for shaping magic crystals?"

Magic crystals are beautifully shaped so that sorcerers can handle them easily. The negative magic crystal was just as it had been when dug up.

"Will this do?"

Noel handed me a golden file. I began to file the negative magic crystal. As expected of a tool made of magic metal, the hard crystal could be shaved as if I were using a plane.

I wiped the flattened negative magic crystal with a cloth and confirmed its glittering surface. Then, I brought it into contact with the flat surface of a normal magic crystal.

A flash of light, like from a camera, burst forth. *Pika*.

"So bright!"

Noel covered her eyes.

"If we do this with a crimson magic crystal, there's a high chance we can create purple magic."

I smiled as I said it.

If we could generate purple magic, it would be a step forward in developing the device to attract magic insects, our most important project. We wouldn't have to use Alfina's crystal.
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			I returned from the lab to the grand ducal residence early in the morning, though it was not my home. Then I prepared to head to the royal palace with my old man and Mia. It was a meeting for the construction of our new city, which was being called the Allied Forces Rear Supply Base. I had to think of it that way, or I would not be able to get through it.

Over breakfast, Mia lectured my old man and me on the details of the plan to be presented today.

Now, we were waiting in an antechamber of the Chancellor's Office, along with the great figures of the commercial world. Tapestries hung on the walls, and the desks and chairs were intricately carved. The room was not gaudy, but you could feel the history in every single object.

My companions looked uncomfortable, even though our group was an impressive lineup in its own right. There was the familiar head of the Food Guild. A magnate from the transport guild I had spoken to a few times, Giverny I believe. And a middle-aged man I had never seen before, who was apparently the head of the Construction Guild.

The exceptions were the three of us from the Vinder Company. My old man, who had the chairmanship of the New City Establishment Preparatory Committee thrust upon him. Mia, who was now recognized less as my secretary and more as the one truly managing the Vinder Company. And me, a chaotic mess of affiliations and positions.

Incidentally, as soon as we entered the Chancellor's Office, they tried to lead me to a separate room by myself. I refused, of course. Perhaps it was a ploy to drive a wedge between us.

I was busy with my experiments. Why did I have to be here, dealing with financial planning?

"Calm down, Ricardo-kun. You have a look on your face like you're about to rebel against the state. I'm afraid."

"You could stand to be a little more composed yourself, Dad. This place isn't that different from where we live."

This trio of commoners was currently lodging at the grandest noble estate in the kingdom. We could not afford to be intimidated by a room like this.

"Ricardo-kun. It's not the room we're afraid of... Well, our usual room is two doors down, so that's part of it, but the main reason is something else."

My father glanced down at the paper in his hand. It was the cost estimate for the new city's construction. The figures listed were rather staggering, but it could not be helped.

"Ricardo-dono. Allow me to introduce you. This is Doran-dono, the head of the Construction Guild."

Kenwell brought over the only man in the room I did not know, who had been glancing my way for a while now. He was probably trying to be considerate. The man who came before me was in his fifties, dressed like an ordinary, well-to-do merchant. The Construction Guild in this world was supposed to function entirely like a prime contractor.

"It is a pleasure to meet you, Honorary Baron Doran. I apologize for taking up your valuable time."

I spoke politely. I was a merchant, after all, and from that perspective, I was the heir to the Silver Company. He was a guild master. The man flinched. No, the way I said that made it sound like I had summoned him. This was not good.

Considering the enormous civil engineering project that was the construction of a new city, Doran was literally a key person. Nothing could be done without his cooperation. What we were building on the other side of the river was not just a simple field encampment, but the foundation for a permanent city.

"It is an honor to meet you, Your Excellency Vinder."

Doran bowed so low he was practically kneeling before me. I panicked. Behind me, my father sighed.

"Um, you don't need to be so formal. We're the ones in the position of asking for your cooperation."

"Kenwell-dono instructed me to think of you as Grand Duchess Bertold's son-in-law at the very least..."

Who was this relative of a great noble? True, I think I said something to Euphillia about wanting Alfina, but that was just one limited possibility. To prevent that kind of situation, to prevent Alfina from being used for convenience in that way... In any case, that was why I was doing what I was doing now, for Alfina's sake.

"It seems there has been a misunderstanding in the information..."

"Do you think so?"

Doran glanced around the room.

"Well, even without that, after being shown something like this, I certainly cannot treat you lightly..."

Doran held the same paper we had. He was right, this was an unbelievable public works project. The scale, the cost, and the location. Furthermore, there was the situation of it being a rear base for the Great Cataclysm. The phrase high risk, high return did not even begin to cover it.

It was a situation where black swans were flying in flocks, to the point you would think white swans were the rare ones. And for those involved, including myself, it would undoubtedly come with some very black working conditions.

I could understand why they were dying for information, with immense profits and the risk of ruin standing back to back.

"My secretary is much more knowledgeable about the numbers."

I gestured to the petite, black-haired girl. Mia, sitting quietly, was the calmest person in the room. It seemed she had been in and out of the Chancellor's Office many times. The bureaucrats who had looked at the merchants trailing down the hallway as if they were foreign objects seemed to recognize Mia, at least.

"You mean Mia Vinder-dono, the Chancellor's Office's Special Mathematical Officer."

Why was the master of another guild showing such courtesy to my secretary? And what was that job title I had never heard before? Behind me, my father sighed again.

"I will now explain the calculations behind the figures," Mia said.

"Well, about that. Before we get to the basis for them... the fundamental scale is..."

Kenwell and the head of the transport guild joined Doran. Mia's lecture for the top figures of the commercial world began. With a sigh, I went to my father's side by the window. Father and son, we gazed at the sky with distant looks in our eyes.

"Hey, what are we, exactly?"

"...Even if you ask me that, Ricardo-kun. I'm at my limit just mediating between the chairmen of companies far larger than my own."

We both sighed. That was something I was completely incapable of. My recent negotiation style involved making threats with a national crisis at my back. I wanted to be a little more self-restrained and think about self-preservation. But if I did that, humanity might just go extinct.

"Well, you know. If we don't do our best, the kingdom will be gone..."

I said it with the feeling that the world itself was to blame. My father sighed.

"That's true. ...But thinking about what they're about to hear, maybe we should feel sorry for them instead."

My father looked at Mia.

"Your Excellency Vinder, Representative of the Kingdom to the Anti-Monster Alliance, we are ready for you."

The door opened and a young man in robes spoke. I thought his voice was familiar. It was Leonard-senpai. And who was this "Your Excellency"?

"That's you, senpai. It was written on the invitation. Ours were summons, however," Mia said. I sighed. So my special envoy title had somehow turned into representative.

Leonard led us into a medium-sized conference room. On the far side of a large table sat Grynisias and an elderly man I did not recognize. Our seats were likely on the entrance side.

Great, not only was the king absent, but there was not a single member of the royal family. Well, there was one person who was practically royalty. I glanced at Euphillia, who was sitting on the right. Setting aside the bureaucrats lined up behind the chancellor, it was a relief that I knew most of the people here.

"Your Excellency, please sit here."

As I was about to take a seat in what looked like the witness stand, Leonard pointed to the right. Euphillia was beckoning to me. Resigned, I sat down next to her.

"You forgot your title of Assistant Inspector, did you not?" Euphillia said, covering her mouth with a feathered fan. You have seen right through me, my superior. I can only keep about three titles in my head at once. Any more than that and they start falling out in sequence.

You see those photos of ministers from the Meiji era, all covered in medals. I bet they did not even remember what all of them were for. They probably just had to remember the one with the highest prestige. Out of my three titles, which was the highest? Ah, probably that Kingdom Representative one from a moment ago.

"By the way, that gentleman is..."

"Marquis Volker. The Minister of Finance. A close aide to the chancellor, you could say."

I see. He seemed like a serious technocrat. His expression was a bit stiff. I made a new space in my already overstuffed mental list of dignitaries. Someone might have just fallen out. I wonder about those people who have a Hilbert's Hotel manager-like ability to remember names. What are they?

Grynisias looked over everyone and spoke.

"Let us begin this meeting regarding the procurement of funds for next spring's monster subjugation, specifically concerning the construction of the rear base. Minister of Finance."

"Yes. First, regarding the estimate for the total war expenses..."

Volker stood at Grynisias's words. A tension ran through the bureaucrats behind him. Leonard distributed papers to us. A lot of large numbers were lined up on them. It was to be expected, since we were sending nearly the entire kingdom's army on an expedition across the river. Ordinary soldiers could not fight the monsters, but they would have to handle supply and civil engineering. It might be a good idea to make some shovels and pickaxes.

The required amount of food, timber, and stone. Ah, it looked like the walls of several towns near the border would be taken down. That was not good. But the effectiveness of walls against flying magic insects was limited, so it could not be helped.

"That is all. ...The budget required for next year alone will be nearly eight times the national budget. The means of procurement will include temporary taxes and donations from noble houses, but with the war just last year, there are limits. In other words, financially speaking, the situation is extremely dire."

Volker glared at the merchants. The three guild representatives wiped sweat from their brows. There were limits, no matter how much their lives were on the line. Besides, the true nature of the cataclysm was still unclear. It was hard for them to imagine the magic insects that only we had seen. Pushing too hard could affect the stability of the nation.

That was not all. Something extremely bad for us merchants would happen. The distribution of money would become severely skewed. It would be like having floods over here and droughts over there.

As I was mentally weighing the problem, I felt a gaze on me. Volker was looking at me.

"In this situation, you propose to spend this much on the construction of a rear base, necessary as it may be. ...Are you telling us to bankrupt the nation for the sake of you merchants?"

Sometime during his speech, he had picked up Mia's cost estimate. Combined with the other one, did that exceed ten times the national budget? But this was an estimate Mia had made. Even this figure must have been stretched thin. Of course the costs would increase, since we were talking about a full-scale construction project with an eye toward future urbanization, not just a wooden fence enclosure.

But that was what was important. That was what would turn this debt into an asset.

"I was told you had an idea."

Grynisias, who had silently left matters to his subordinate, spoke up. Well then, I suppose it was time to show them what a former economics student could do. I stood up.

"Yes. I propose that all costs related to the construction of this new city, or rather, this rear base, be procured through the issuance of bonds."

And I would like them not to underestimate someone with memories of a past life. I wonder how much debt, and assets, my previous country, Japan, was carrying.
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			"We will raise all the necessary funds with bonds."

As I said this, I glanced at the faces of the two men who control the kingdom's finances. Grynisias’s expression remained unchanged, but an unconcealable sneer surfaced on Volker’s face.

"Bonds are debt. We have, of course, considered supplementing our funds with loans. But this amount is out of the question. How will you make the interest payments, and how many years will it take to redeem them."

Even when providing funds to the state, the difference between a loan and a tax is whether or not the money is returned later. "Lend us what we lack" is met with far less resistance than "Give us what we need." But that has its limits. If you cannot pay it back, if you default, it amounts to the same thing. Funding for a military base to confront a horde of powerful monsters in a barren land is the worst kind of investment. Military spending is fundamentally an expense that yields no returns. However, this time is different.

"No, this is not a debt. It's an asset. And as for the interest. I plan to design a significant portion of these bonds in a way that requires neither interest payments nor redemption."

"This is absurd. Lord Chancellor, how long do you intend to listen to this nonsense."

Volker was now looking at me as if I were a complete fraud. Grynisias watched me with a probing gaze. Had my superior not been present, I might have been sent straight to a dungeon.

"What do you mean, it is an asset."

Euphillia let out a sigh. Then, she posed the question to me. I have already explained it, but... ah, perhaps I was moving too quickly.

"Allow me to explain. The funds raised through these bonds will not simply be squandered. Something will remain as a result. That something is the prototype of a new city which will become a future hub of trade with the Empire. This constitutes a newly created asset for the kingdom."

War expenditures are typically just consumption, but this case is different. It is closer to a construction bond than a war bond.

"I understand a new city will be built. But that is no reason for a debt to simply vanish."

In place of Volker, who was silently glaring at me, Grynisias spoke.

"We will add a special feature to the bonds we issue. Namely, a clause allowing the holder of these bonds to exchange them for securities representing a divided share of the rights to the new city, for Stocks, if they so choose."

The idea is based on convertible corporate bonds. In a sense, it is a debt for equity swap, an exchange of debt and capital. The bondholder becomes an investor in the city. In other words, if the bond purchaser wishes, the principal will become the city's capital, and the interest will become dividends.

"Those who wish to hold onto them as bonds will receive interest. Their principal will be returned upon redemption. This is the same as a regular loan. However, we will introduce a small innovation there as well, so first, let me explain them as simple bonds."

I looked at Mia. Mia stood up. She presented a sheet of paper she was holding to the attendees. The number 100 and a picture of a gold coin were drawn at the top.

"Please look at the sample bond we have distributed as a reference."

Mia said. Everyone turned over their papers.

"As for what is written. One hundred gold coins is the face value per bond. We will issue these bonds for eighty three gold coins, with a redemption period of ten years."

Mia said.

"We already need a colossal amount of funding, yet you propose selling one hundred gold coins for eighty three."

"Yes, and in exchange, there will be zero annual interest payments."

As a type of bond, it is what you would call a Zero-Coupon Bond. Instead of earning interest, it is sold at a discount from the very beginning. This, incidentally, was Mia’s idea. I only explained the concept of Discounted Present Value to her, and she apparently came up with it herself. Frightening.

"You mean the interest is discounted from the start."

This is already a new endeavor. This format is best for clarifying its value. Although, there is another major objective.

"What is the basis for the eighty three to one hundred ratio."

"Discounted Present Value."

Mia presented a new sheet of paper. It showed calculations for how much a value should be one year ago, two years ago, and so on, up to ten years ago, assuming a compound interest of a certain percentage.

"Discounted Present Value."

"Simply put, it means that one hundred gold coins received now have a different value from one hundred gold coins received ten years from now. This chart shows just how different that value is."

In response to Mia's answer, even the group of merchants, who should have already been briefed, were poring over the paper. Well, I suppose that cannot be helped. In this world, the meaning of interest is largely insurance against risk.

After all, the value of currency depends on the precious metals it is made from. Gold does not degrade, so there is no inflation in the sense of paper money losing value over time. Of course, there is the concept of opportunity cost. But with the economic growth rate here, it is almost meaningless. The Vinder Company is an exception, though.

"Let us assume an annual interest rate of five percent. What would be the value of one hundred gold coins received today one year from now."

Mia asked Volker.

"I see. If I lend out the one hundred gold coins I receive, it will become one hundred and five coins in a year. So, one hundred gold coins today is equivalent to one hundred and five gold coins one year from now."

Volker replied. He understands quickly. When I heard this in class in my past life, I remember how tangled my thoughts became. Financial concepts are fundamentally counterintuitive. That is why experts command high salaries.

"Yes, and conversely, one hundred gold coins one year from now is equivalent to 95.2 gold coins today."

"I see, so that is the logic behind selling a one hundred gold coin bond for eighty three."

"It eliminates the need for yearly interest payments, which simplifies management. In reality, applying that same calculation with a two percent interest rate compounded over ten years results in eighty two coins. We issue a bond that will be redeemed for one hundred gold coins in ten years for eighty three gold coins based on that calculation. The extra one gold coin is a management fee."

Mia continued her explanation. Incidentally, the two percent is, of course, a wartime interest rate. It is far removed from the actual risk, but that is based on the emergency logic that if we are destroyed, it is all over anyway.

Everyone struggled to somehow make sense of Mia's dispassionate explanation.

"I understand the meaning of the bonds. But redemption is ten years away. How will you secure credibility."

"That is the biggest problem. First, we will have His Majesty the King purchase a large quantity of these bonds."

Mia said.

"Due to the recent measures against the calamities and the victory against the Empire, the popularity of His Majesty the King, His Highness the Crown Prince, and Her Highness Princess Alfina is immense. This means the royal family possesses enormous credibility with the nobility and the common people. The royal family investing in these bonds means the royal family's credibility will be imparted to the bonds."

Mia's choice of words was harsh. Popularity had somehow become credibility. Well, this method makes the most of the King's declaration to offer up the royal family's assets to deal with the recent calamities. It is a way to scrape together money. As a citizen, my duty is to maximize the utility function of the King's sincere feelings for his country. Well, let us set aside the pretenses.

In my previous life, too, the greatest credibility belonged to the state. Bonds issued by the state, government bonds, had the most credibility and could get by with low interest rates. As a result, they became the benchmark for interest rates.

"Incidentally, I also intend to invest the majority of my assets in these bonds. As will Princess Alfina, of course."

Euphillia said.

"In that case, the nobles will have no choice but to contribute their funds as well. The funds will be gathered. But with such a massive amount, and a twenty percent premium at that, redemption in ten years is impossible."

"Yes, given the kingdom's current financial situation, redemption would likely take at least thirty years."

A figure that made one wonder how she knew such a thing came from Mia’s mouth. When I consulted with her about these bonds, she was using these sorts of numbers as a basis for her calculations without much thought. What did you do during your visits to the Chancellor's Office for things like standardizing transport regulations.

"Therefore, we will not pay it back."

"What did you say."

Volker’s eyes widened at the words Mia uttered so casually.

"As my senpai, Ricardo, said earlier, the collected funds will be transformed into an asset called a city. We will establish the right to receive a share of the profits from this city annually as dividends in the form of city Stocks. Regarding the Stocks, please confirm with Her Grace Grand Duchess Bertold."

Mia looked at the master of the house where she was staying.

"The Chancellor and the Minister of Finance should know well. You both seem to have a keen interest in my household's income."

Euphillia grinned.

"We will attach a condition to the bonds allowing them to be exchanged for shares of this new city's stock, according to their face value. In other words, one can choose to hold them as bonds to be redeemed in ten years, prioritizing safety. Or one can choose to exchange them for rights to the new city. The portion exchanged for stocks in the new city is no longer debt, so there is no need for redemption."

The exchange rate will probably be something like one hundred gold coins in face value for eighty two gold coins worth of city stock. Since it is a Zero-Coupon Bond, there are no interest payments up to that point.

"So, this scrap of paper will become gold coins."

"Yes, for example, a royal charter, or something like a guild license. These things also hold immense economic value in practice, do they not. It is a similar concept."

Mia said something that would make both merchants and nobles grimace. But no one rebuked her.

Now, the next problem is...

"A city to be built on what is now an empty plain. A monster's domain. Is it not possible that no one will convert to these so called Stocks."

Grynisias said. Exactly, if no one converts to stocks, it remains just a bond.

"We are considering the conversion period to begin in five years. The city's construction will advance rapidly through the coming war with the Magic Insects. The vast exchange of goods between the kingdom and the Empire is also guaranteed. With this as a backdrop, the city's value will become apparent to many people. Especially to the commercial world, which we assume will be the main purchasers of the bonds."

The merchants all nodded at Mia’s words. Now, for the political side. Grynisias fell silent in thought. He whispered something in Volker’s ear. Volker, with a deeply soured face, reluctantly nodded.

"There is one more concern. The disruption to the kingdom's economy from such a massive movement of funds."

The final problem has been raised. This grand project will distort the distribution of gold in the kingdom. Although it cannot be compared to the calamities, it will be a disaster for everyone. Especially for us merchants.
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			"There is one more concern. The chaos this massive transfer of funds will cause in the kingdom’s economy."

Volker spoke, his expression grim. It was good that the discussion was now premised on the issuance of bonds. But even so, one final problem remained.

I understood it well. In this world, money was not a purely intermediary tool that could flexibly expand and contract with the scale of the economy. It was a physical substance. In other words, if it was taken from one place, that place would suffer a shortage.

In a sense, it was the same as any commodity. A currency in the form of precious metals may be a medium of exchange, but it functions much like bartering.

To put it in the simpler terms of a commodity like food, it would be like sending all the food to an army across the river, causing a shortage back home and starving the people.

And now, with the construction of the new city and the war against the Magic Insects, a majority of the kingdom’s gold coins would be poured into that effort. What would happen if nearly all the assets of the nobility were converted into these bonds? Even if the nobles’ assets remained unchanged on their ledgers, the amount of gold coins they could freely use would decrease.

That would mean the great merchants who did business with the nobility would be unable to trade. Then the small and mid-sized merchants who supplied the great merchants would be unable to trade. And the artisans and farmers who provided the raw materials would be unable to produce their goods.

In short, a shortage of gold coins would trigger an economic collapse from the top down.

Understanding this, the guild masters’ expressions were also hard. I could tell just by looking at their two faces. They were, to some extent, resigned to this miserable state of affairs.

It was the worst possible outcome for my own objectives as well. The kingdom’s economic growth, which was just now poised for takeoff, would be crushed. And at the pace of this world, if it stumbled badly even once, recovery could take two or three generations. That would call the very meaning of the new city’s existence into question.

"We have a countermeasure for that as well. In fact, this bond itself is a mechanism for that purpose."

So, of course, I had a plan. I stood up, feeling Mia’s gaze upon me.

"The currency imbalance can be resolved by establishing a royal-chartered market for trading these bonds."

I announced. Since there would be no annual interest payments, I could have them turn their attention to this instead.

"In other words, we will provide a means to convert these bonds back into gold coins by buying and selling them."

"You mean they can be exchanged for gold before they are redeemed. However, the shortage of gold coins itself would remain the same, would it not."

"No, the very existence of such a market is what is important. Through it, these bonds will possess liquidity, just like gold coins. That means it will become possible to conduct business by exchanging bonds for goods, and goods for bonds, not just gold coins for bonds. Essentially, the paper certificates called bonds will circulate as a medium of exchange, just like gold coins. This will, in theory, have the same effect as increasing the gold supply by an amount equal to the bonds issued."

We would have credit, not precious metals, fulfill the role of money. It was a case of, "If you have no gold coins, why not pay with pictures of gold coins." This was the kind of talk that would start a riot if we were not facing a crisis of humanity.

"Will paper acquire so much value just because a market exists?"

He sounded doubtful. Of course, that alone would not be enough.

"First, there is the credit of the royal family, as mentioned earlier. Then, it would be impossible without borrowing the power of the state. Especially…"

I looked at Volker.

"The power of the Minister of Finance, who is in charge of tax collection."

I could sense Volker’s guard rising to its maximum. He had remained mostly impassive during Mia’s dispassionate explanation. I wondered what was so different about me.

"Your Excellency, Minister of Finance, I would like you to grant your official approval for these bonds to be used for tax payments, same as gold coins. Of course, we would need to restrict their use for tax payments to a period of at least five years from now. Otherwise, the capital we worked so hard to borrow will simply vanish as a decrease in tax revenue."

A currency, whatever its form, has value as long as there is a guarantee it will be accepted. To take an extreme example, gold cannot be eaten, lived in, or worn. So if everyone decided they did not want it, it would have no value.

But gold carries the reliable trust that it can always be exchanged for food. In other words, the guarantee that people who have goods will "accept it" as payment is what turns gold into money.

If the same conditions are met, even seashells, stones, or with the right approach, tulip bulbs can fulfill the role of gold.

Naturally, however, many people must accept it. For example, if only a very small number of farmers accepted gold as payment for food, the remaining gold would become worthless once those farmers sold out of food. In other words, a fierce competition to exchange gold for food would begin, and as a result, the value of gold would plummet.

The amount of money would become excessive relative to the amount of goods. In other words, inflation.

That is where taxes come in. The ability to pay taxes with something is the state declaring that it will accept that thing. In my past life, this was what backed the credibility of paper money.

"We merchants, with the kingdom’s bond market as our foundation, will reduce the demand for gold coins by trading these bonds. The common people and small merchants can continue to use the existing currency as they always have," said Chairman Kenwell. The representatives of the remaining guilds showed their agreement. If this went well, not only would economic activity not be damaged by a currency shortage, it would expand. This was a monetary policy designed to handle the vast economic expansion brought by the war with the Magic Insects and the new city.

"I was not told it would go this far."

For the first time, Grynisias glared at me.

"Your Excellency the Chancellor, Your Excellency the Minister of Finance, I do hope you will invest in these bonds as well. Doing so will create even more confidence."

"I suppose we have no other choice," Grynisias said to my words, looking as if he were about to sigh.

Volker’s eyes darted left and right. The officials lined up behind him were also murmuring amongst themselves. But the atmosphere was different from the distrust of moments ago. That was because their eyes were bloodshot.

This is strange. I feel like I am bribing politicians with unlisted stock. Oh well, it's fine. In this world, there is no such thing as a transaction that is not insider trading.

A long discussion began between the merchant side, led by the guild masters, and the politician side. The officials who had been waiting in the back swarmed around Mia.

Well, since defeat means the end, no one probably mentioned it, but considering my own objective, there is a fundamental problem. To make all of this work, we need a victory against the Magic Insects that is extremely close to absolute.

I have no choice but to manage it somehow, but the pressure is unbelievable.

◇◇

"Hey Mia. Are you sure it was okay to refuse?" I asked Mia in the carriage on the way back.

"What are you referring to?"

"Well, the consulting contracts with the Carriage Guild and the Construction Guild…"

After the meeting, Mia had been approached by the two guild representatives with just such an offer. She would only have to answer a few questions when they came to her, and only when she had time. For that, she was promised compensation.

Of course, considering Mia’s abilities and the value of her knowledge, it was almost too cheap. The sum was far beyond what one would call a child’s allowance.

For the record, the Vinder Company does not seem to prohibit side jobs. The proof is me.

"Where would I find the time for that?"

"W, well, you have a point."

The cause of Mia’s busyness was my side job, so I could not say anything.

"We’ll have to think of a proper way to thank you, Ricardo-kun," my father said. He was absolutely right. Mia was a shareholder of Vinder. That meant Vinder’s profits were distributed to Mia through her stocks. But the burden on her right now was not something that could be balanced on that level.

"If there’s anything you want, just tell me. I’ll do whatever I can."

I said it. Mia flinched with a start.

"In that case, there is one thing."

"Tell me."

I spoke, feeling a little tense.

"When you go to the new city, Senpai, please take me with you. I don’t want to be left behind guarding the Royal Capital."

"Eh?"

Is that really a reward? No, in the first place…

"That’s something I’d want to ask of you. It looks like our headquarters will be moving over there anyway."

I glanced at the chairman of the Central Garden establishment preparatory committee. My father nodded.

"I can’t do anything without you, Mia. So not something like that, something proper…"

"No, that’s fine. You will not go beyond the great river alone. Please remember that, Senpai."

Mia said it in a tone that allowed no argument. I nodded. Mia’s expression seemed to relax in relief.

"Alright then, Mia. I have something to ask Ricardo," Euphillia said, looking at me with those creeped-out eyes for the first time in a while.

"What is it, Your Grace. I believe I explained everything to you beforehand and even received your advice."

I replied, on my guard as well.

"I have only just now grasped the full picture. This is, while being called a countermeasure against the calamity, really a discussion about how to gather a massive amount of funds for your plan as cheaply as possible. Well, that much is fine. But there is one more thing…"

Inside her own carriage, Euphillia checked her surroundings left and right as if wary of eavesdroppers. Then she hid her mouth with her feather fan.

"…Is this not a scheme to replace the Kingdom’s Currency System with one of your own design?"

Well, yes, that is what it is. But you are not supposed to say that part out loud. Even my father had a troubled look on his face. This was a massive reform, converting part of the currency from precious metals to what was effectively paper money. Something like this could only be done at a time like this.

No, it is not like I did it because I wanted to.

"It was necessary for the fight against the calamity, so it couldn’t be helped. We just discussed how it’s necessary to save the kingdom’s economy, did we not."

After saying that, I lowered my voice.

"Besides, you were both worrying over how to use the increased tax revenues, weren’t you? My dear majority shareholder. And Father, you said that sighing before a growing pile of gold and silver coins wasn’t healthy for a merchant."

The two of them sighed.

"…Everything is for the sake of the kingdom, and for the survival of the human realm," Euphillia said as if in resignation. That is not just a pretext, it is the complete truth.

"Senpai. You have a wicked look on your face."

"Perhaps we really should separate Ricardo-kun from the company," my father said, looking at Euphillia. Between the two of them, they held seventy-nine percent of the voting rights. A crisis of dismissal was brewing. This is bad. I need to implement a stock option plan to distribute shares to the employees and start working on building a majority…

Yes, that is no good. I cannot see a future where the employees would side with me.



		
		
		
			Chapter 227: Episode 19: The Insecticidal Lamp
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 227

			Episode 19: The Insecticidal Lamp

			Outside, winter was about to crest its peak. In my past life, it would be around the new year. The Royal Capital rarely sees snow, but even so, the cold had grown harsh. It was the season when one would normally start longing for spring.

Of course, I wished winter would last forever. The magical ice age, too. Six months left until the calamity... no, it might be as little as four. There was too much to do in the time remaining, and all of it was filled with uncertainty. My only solace was that the project I had given top priority was making progress.

I looked at the bowl-shaped device placed in the center of the director's office. A large bowl, an improved version of the antenna, was on the bottom, with a smaller bowl on top. Between them was an instrument that could adjust their vertical and horizontal positions. Inside this instrument, a Crimson Magic Crystal and a Negative Magic Crystal processed into a flat plate were set a certain distance apart.

"Shall we begin?"

When Fulsy turned a screw on the central instrument, the two Magic Crystals gradually drew closer. The moment they touched, a purple magic was generated. This magic reflected off the upper and lower curved surfaces, rising toward the ceiling.

It was like the insecticidal lamps from my previous life that used ultraviolet light to attract bugs. The only problem was that while this could attract them, it had no means of killing them. After all, it was the enemy that used electric shocks.

As our strategy dictated, we had no choice but to rely on learning as we went. Of course, Noel was still working with Maytyl to improve the efficiency of the sorcery circuits on both the hardware and software fronts. The Spiraling Flame was slated for another power-up. I just hoped that would be enough.

No, I needed to focus on this for now. If we could complete this device, we could prevent the worst-case scenario where Magic Insects attack all locations in both nations simultaneously. We could figure out how to exterminate them then.

"This took shape faster than I expected."

I suppressed my impatience and stated the fact.

"It is an application of the antenna we already had. As long as we can use purple magic stably, it is just a matter of adjustment. Well, this is just the first prototype."

Fulsy said this while stroking his beard. He looked like a kind old man enjoying a retirement hobby. He probably was enjoying himself, but I knew the light in this room had been on late almost every night.

Once we realized that the purple magic was caused not by the Negative Magic Crystal itself but by Magic Particle Movement, things had gone smoothly. The deciding factor was whether the Magic Particles, the "magic" equivalent of charged particles, would flow obediently between the two crystals.

It was an amateur's guess, but I figured that when the Magic Particles flowed from the Magic Crystal to the Negative Magic Crystal, collisions between particles disrupted the flow, causing the irregular generation of magic. It was like a large crowd of people rushing toward a narrow entrance over uneven ground.

By increasing the surface area and pressing them tightly together, the Magic Particles could move smoothly. As a result, the wavelength of the emitted magic became constant. The markedly cleaner magic produced also led us to realize that Negative Magic Crystals likely had different levels of purity.

But once we confirmed the principle, a problem of application arose.

"Has it already gone out?" Fulsy said. The light from the generator had vanished in an instant.

"For the use you envision, this will not do."

"The duration is an issue, of course, but the output is likely insufficient as well."

This device had to compete with the Magic Vents in the magic veins to attract the Magic Insects. It had the advantage of distance, but it was essentially a race against a natural phenomenon.

"Control is also difficult. I can manage something like this, though."

Fulsy created a tiny gap between the two Magic Crystals. He then placed his finger on a new Crimson Magic Crystal. As Fulsy poured his strength into it, Magic Particles flowed across the small distance.

"Ooh."

I see. A sorcerer could control it by applying pressure to the Magic Particles.

"However, once it starts flowing, it will not stop."

Even when Fulsy removed his finger, the light did not go out.

"Can you not consciously move the Magic Particles in the opposite direction to stop the flow?"

"Do not ask the impossible. This is a truly delicate adjustment. To begin with, I only just came to understand the very principle of how these Magic Particles generate magic inside a Magic Crystal from your explanation the other day. Though now that you mention it, the theory fits so perfectly there is no other way to think of it."

Fulsy said, exasperated. In my past life, this was on the same level as a miniature light bulb lighting up, high school knowledge at least. Well, I suppose it was a monumental discovery at the time it was first found, even in my past life.

"The spread of the magic is also a far cry from what you desire."

Indeed, from what I just saw, the pillar of light rose far too straight.

"Adjusting the shape of the lower antenna should change it somewhat, but it is difficult."

Magic, to begin with, has a stronger tendency to travel in a straight line than light. On top of that, it passes through basic materials. This meant reflecting it was inevitably a challenge. A slight change in angle could cause it to pass through the antenna or be absorbed by the sorcerous metal that comprised it. That we had come this far in such a short time was a testament to Fulsy's decades of experience.

I had always left all the radar-related matters to him, so I had never realized.

"Output, efficiency, and control of the on, off, and range..."

"Which do you prioritize?"

Fulsy asked me. If the technology was first-rate, it was the responsibility of the one making the request to utilize it. But what should I do? These things usually had a trade-off relationship. Prioritizing output would lower cost-effectiveness, for example.

No, that was thinking of it as a purely physical phenomenon. This time, there was an "opponent." I had to consider the customer's ecology.

"The spread of the magic, I'd say."

"What is your reason?"

"The magic from the Magic Vents is also highly linear, isn't it? But the Magic Insects sense it from far away and gather."

"I see. So they can detect it even if it is extremely faint. In that case, as long as we can radiate it widely, even with a certain level of output, the effect of attracting them will be significant."

"Exactly. We spread it out as wide as possible in concentric circles. Ideally, we would also improve control and generate it in pulses. Even with low output, we can disguise it as an attractive source of magic for the Magic Insects."

It was a fraudulent business practice, but we did not need repeat customers. We were luring them in to kill them.

"Hmm. Very well, with that in mind, I will look into a Magic Catalyst to coat the antenna with. Come with me. I have a few things in mind."

Fulsy stood up. Honestly, as a director, his only merit was not getting in his subordinates' way, but when you put him in his area of expertise, he was truly reliable.

He possessed a high degree of expertise himself, yet he allowed his subordinates to exercise their skills freely. Wait, could he possibly be the best kind of research director?

◇◇

The Magic Catalysts were stored next to the biology lab in the new wing. I followed Fulsy, walking nervously down the corridor. The staff on loan from the Magic Dormitory scrambled to clear a path, placing hands over their chests and bowing their heads. They did the same for me, a man who looked like a commoner and was, in fact, a commoner with no deceptive elements.

It was because Noel had intimidated them. The fact that Fulsy was next to me was likely another reason. Even the great sage looked uncomfortable.

When we entered the room, I saw Dalgan and Rilka talking with Alfina. Maytyl was in the back, testing Magic Catalysts.

"Ricardo-kun. Should I perhaps move away?"

Alfina took a step toward me, a sad expression on her face.

"No, it's fine for now."

I said hastily, feeling the sharp gazes of Dalgan and Rilka on me.

"I see. In that case, there's something about the Magic Catalyst cultivation."

Alfina approached, several memos in hand. Fulsy, telling me he was leaving it to me, headed to the back of the room.

"Dalgan-san is helping me adjust the culture medium, and Plural-san has lent her expertise in keeping the culture substrate at a constant temperature."

Alfina gave her report on the Magic Catalysts. It was well-organized, I thought. It was easy for the listener to understand in a short time, and she also had a grasp of the procurement system itself and the status of each company.

"I've been listening from the side. For a princess, you really know your money," Maytyl said, sounding impressed. Weren't you also one of those princesses? Though I know things are different in the Empire.

"I am a shareholder in the Vinder Company, after all."

Alfina puffed out her chest with a hint of pride. Even when she puffed it out, compared to the normal-sized Maytyl...

"Hmm. I'm a little interested in that 'Stocks' system. Would you care to teach an ignorant foreigner about it?"

Maytyl's eyes gleamed. Alfina looked a bit troubled but began to explain fluently. Maytyl nodded along as she listened. No need for me to step in here.

"Don't tell me you know a lot about money too, Ricardo?"

Maytyl said with a look of surprise. Her words sounded like nothing but a taunt.

"I'm a one hundred percent pure merchant."

"That's right. Ricardo-kun is the number one merchant in the kingdom."

"No, you're wrong. He's the world's number one magic researcher."

I wanted to say they were both wrong. I was just an ordinary person with an advantage thanks to my past life's knowledge.

"Well, whatever. I want to invest, too. Ricardo, sell me the rights to the Vinder Company."

We do not engage in human trafficking...

"Th, that is... w, we have no plans to issue new shares right now, do we?"

Alfina looked at me as if seeking rescue.

"The request is denied, as I can't possibly handle the distribution of ownership with a foreign country."

The current stock system is an illusion forcibly brought into existence by the authority of the greatest noble, Euphillia. That much had not changed. Some legal framework for it might progress in connection with the new conversion city bonds, but that was a matter for the future.

"Well then, that New City Bond thing is fine too. My investment would surely help build confidence in the new city's future, right?"

Maytyl said. The Empire probably did not have the leeway to invest in bonds. Still, if the Imperial Princess invested, even a limited amount, it would have great symbolic meaning. Especially for those who were skeptical about expanding trade with the Empire.

"I'll have to consider it. But..."

I looked at Central Garden, who were, so to speak, the primary dealers for the bonds.

"It's not something we can decide on our own."

I would have to consult with Euphillia and run it by the Chancellor's Office. Another necessary task added to my plate.

"Speaking of which, Dalgan-senpai. Is Plural-senpai not here?"

"We are not a set. She's completely absorbed with the cacaulus that Vinder brought back."

That made sense. As usual, I had pretty much just dumped it on them.

"In terms of growth rate, if not scale, Plural is at the top of Central Garden. Imagine her, serving sweets no one has ever tasted while talking about the profits of new trade with the Empire. That would be effective, wouldn't it?"

That would certainly have an impact. A chocolate with a higher cacao content for a male audience might be even more effective. The cost would jump, but the amount of sugar used would decrease, and even a single piece as a sample would be effective.

"By the way, I was told I'm invited tomorrow, too."

Fulsy finished his work selecting Magic Catalysts. As we were about to return to the old wing, which I called that in the hopes it would remain peaceful despite its official name being the main wing, Maytyl called out to stop me. Alfina looked at us with concern.

"Ah, of course. The director and I will be there too."

"I, I will attend as well," Alfina said.

Craig was finally returning to the country. From what I heard, everyone had made it back safely. Of course, that did not include Fabius and the others who were still making maps.

I was truly relieved that they had returned unharmed. What's more, Craig had apparently encountered what seemed to be the adult form of that Magic Insect. Tomorrow, we were scheduled to hear that crucial information.
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			Episode 20. The Craig Report

			After receiving a report about a reaction that seemed to be purple magic, we headed for a village in the northwestern part of the Empire, located just west of the Flying Dragon Mountains. It was one of the Empire's countless villages, its livelihood mainly dependent on the small number of magic crystals from a nearby magic vein, as well as livestock like goats.

It seems the village was about eighty houses in size. I say seems because by the time we arrived, most of it had already been destroyed.

It was a gruesome scene. The houses were demolished, and its inhabitants, people and livestock alike, had been devoured indiscriminately. There were almost no survivors.

The devastation was wrought by just two monsters. No, two magic insects. Their appearance was completely different from the one we saw at the Flying Dragon Mountains. Their backs and sides were covered in a thick, armor like carapace. Their heads had a single large horn, with tusk like protrusions on either side. It looked like a three pronged spear. The only common feature seemed to be their six legs.

What stood out was the giant, crimson core shining on the brow between their two large eyes.

Our forces consisted of thirty horse-dragon knights and eighteen of us carrying the new model sorcery staves. There were also twelve imperial sorcerers with standard staves. We had two small battering rams. This was more than three times the force we had at the Flying Dragon Mountains.

Seeing the magic insects on the ground, Dagobard immediately gave the order to attack. We had anticipated they could fly, and the intelligence about their lightning attacks had reached us. I think he made the right call. The moment they were on the ground was our best chance to fight.

Still, we were facing an unknown enemy. We decided to focus our strength on the closer of the two insects first. Our initial concentrated volley of spiral flames rained down on its side. Of course, we were aiming for the small pattern we could glimpse on its abdomen, which was covered by that armor like shell. But the shots that veered toward its armored back were deflected, and so were the ones that struck its flank near its presumably thinner belly. Not a single scratch appeared on its ruby like glowing body.

The attack was about as effective as a flashbang. But we had also anticipated that the enemy would be stronger than its larval form. Using that flash of light as a diversion, we sent in the battering rams pulled by the horse-dragons. The attack was a success, and the magic insect staggered dramatically.

However, the battering ram that struck it was repelled by the carapace. All it left was a small dent where it hit.

I felt a genuine chill as the magic insect righted itself as if nothing had happened and looked at us. It had an insect's eyes, after all. I could not read its emotions.

And it seems the impact had drawn their attention. The two insects spread their wings. The thick armor on their backs opened up, revealing thin, transparent wings from underneath. A crimson light overflowed from these transparent wings, and in the next instant, they had taken flight. Without any running start.

Of course, we had no intention of letting them escape so easily. We fired our spiral flames at their exposed abdomens and wings. But the magic insects in the air simply turned their rears toward us and skillfully dodged our attacks one after another.

Goodness, it was like trying to swat a fly with your hand, though the scale was completely different. We could not land a single hit.

The bodies of the magic insects, now high in the sky, began to glow yellow. The light spread from their rears forward, the same pattern as the larvae. The lightning finally gathered at the three pronged point on their heads.

It looked like a spear cloaked in lightning. We had plenty of distance. But we had that intelligence. We hurriedly scattered and ran for lower ground. The lightning strike came down just after.

Its range was definitely longer than our spiral flames. What is more, the two insects timed their attacks, and a stream of lightning came rushing toward us, scorching the ground as it moved. A nearby tree burst into flames in an instant. I was honestly prepared for the end if another one came.

Fortunately for us, the enemy withdrew after that. According to the sorcerers, the magic in the crimson cores had diminished. When we later searched for the spot where the purple magic was erupting, we found the ground had been hollowed out into a crater, and we discovered numerous eggs on its sides.

For those insects, their objective had likely been achieved.

◇◇

"Thanks to that, we got away with this much."

Craig said, rubbing his arm, which was wrapped tightly in bandages.

The conference room at the Anti-Monster Knight Order headquarters was silent, except for the Commander, His Highness, who was telling his story. Craig had returned to the kingdom yesterday as a dragon knight, riding one of the horse-dragons sent as a symbol of the alliance, and his appearance had quickly become the talk of the Royal Capital. But beneath his cloak, the signs of a difficult battle remained.

"Right, this is a tracing of the claw marks left in that village."

Craig showed us the tracing he had made on paper. It was identical to the one we collected at the ruins. When I passed it to Alfina, she nodded, her face still pale.

"I am so glad you returned safely."

I managed to say. I knew it was pointless, but I felt a sense of guilt for having returned to the kingdom.

"We only had injuries on our side, but the Empire suffered three fatalities."

Craig, who had been recounting his incredible hardship so casually, lowered his voice for the first time. Maytyl looked down and placed a hand on her chest. Fulsy was also suppressing her curiosity about the magic insects. Alfina’s hand, holding the tracing of the claw marks, was trembling.

It truly hit me then that I had returned so quickly to this peaceful kingdom. I realized I had a responsibility not to let their sacrifices be in vain.

I do not know if it can ever be a true comfort to the people who died, or to their families and loved ones. But at the very least, I must do everything in my power to protect the grieving families they left behind.

"First, we have obtained truly valuable information."

To that end, I had to calmly organize and analyze the information.

The magic insects are without a doubt drawn to purple magic. And the devastation described in the prophecy is without a doubt caused by these magic insects.

In other words, we have confirmed that the calamitous monsters are the adult forms of those insect type magic insects.

It was what we expected, but having it confirmed is extremely significant. Knowing the premise of our strategy is not mistaken is the most valuable information of all.

That much is certain, but still.

"The calamitous magic insects are far more powerful than we predicted. Their defensive power is incomparable to the larval forms, they have the mobility to fly more skillfully than a flying dragon. And on top of that, they attack with powerful lightning strikes from long range, high in the sky."

Craig nodded at my words.

"Now then, Ricardo, I want to hear your ideas for a countermeasure."

Then, a question that felt like it pierced my chest was thrown at me.

"..."

I fell silent. The very person who had actually fought them was keeping his composure, yet I could not stop the cold sweat.

Just two of them, and they might not have even been at their peak strength given the season, possessed this much power. And they would attack us in a great swarm. My strategy of learning and adapting our tactics as we fight is now completely broken. We will be annihilated before we have a chance to learn anything.

"What did Dagobard say?"

Maytyl asked in my place as I remained silent.

"He said that our attacks simply do not get through. He said there is no point if the magic of our focused attacks is being overpowered by the magic covering the enemy's surface."

"If a battering ram has no effect, their magic pressure must be on a completely different level. They have crimson cores, after all."

Maytyl’s expression darkened. Further improvements to the spiral flame were possible, in fact they were already complete. But those were improvements to precision, firing rate, and magic efficiency, not power. Based on what we just heard, it would not do any damage in the first place.

They are probably extremely sensitive to vibrations in the air. Once they take flight, we will not even be able to hit them.

We are physically outmatched in close combat, they boast overwhelming defensive power, they are faster than us, flight included, and their attacks are more powerful and have a longer range.

A single one of them is not just equal to a dragon, it is superior. We have nothing in our favor.

"It seems we need a new kind of sorcery staff to fight them."

Fulsy said. Maytyl nodded. His assessment that an extension of existing weaponry would not work is probably correct. The development of a fundamentally new kind of sorcery. An incredibly difficult problem. After all, we had not fundamentally changed the sorcery formulas themselves until now.

"Do you have any ideas?"

Craig asked me again in a calm voice. I could feel everyone's eyes turn to me. No, only Alfina shot a reproachful glance at Craig.

No, Craig has the right to ask that of me.

"...My apologies. I cannot think of anything right now."

It is just that I may not have the ability to meet that demand.

"I am counting on you."

Craig said cheerfully and clapped my shoulder. It was a light gesture, one that should have made a soft patting sound. But the weight conveyed from his bandaged arm was immense.

"Your Highness the Crown Prince. You cannot put it all on Ricardo-kun..."

"Alfina did a fine job. We would have been in danger without the information about that lightning attack."

I flinched at those words. It was information we would not have obtained if Alfina had stayed quiet as I had wanted.

"That is not what I mean. Ricardo-kun is..."

Alfina confronted Craig.

Craig is naturally incorporating Alfina's prophetic abilities into our strategy. It is only logical. It is logical, but for me, it is still...

"No, I understand how you feel about Ricardo, Alfina, but honestly, we have no one else to turn to."

"Are you saying Ricardo-kun's contributions so far are still not enough?"

The princess and the prince glared at each other. This is bad. At this rate, Alfina will be on the front lines of this disaster.

"A, anyway. I will go back to the lab and think of a countermeasure."

I still did not have a single idea, but it was all I could say.
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			Episode 21: Performance Requirements

			We returned to the lab and split into two groups. Fulsy went upstairs to continue her work on the purple magic generator, our version of a bug zapper. It was still the highest priority. I stayed with Maytyl and Noel to figure out a new course of action for the weapon we suddenly had to develop.

By the way, I had Alfina return to the ducal residence to confer with Euphillia and Mia. We needed to coordinate on the logistical side of things, the elements that would support the coming fight.

Even though our core hypothesis had been proven correct, our countermeasures needed a complete overhaul.

We called Noel, who had been researching magic semiconductor dies in the lab, over to the old building and told her the story Craig brought back. Noel had recently been instructing the seconded staff with a newfound dignity, at least by her standards, but hearing our tale made her look as though the world was ending.

"First, we need to decide the requirements for fighting the adult magic insects."

"R, right…" "Guess we do…"

Maytyl spoke calmly. Noel and I nodded. These would be our performance requirements, so to speak.

"It will need to be fast enough to hit the adults while they’re flying. Probably about twice as fast as Raen."

"The range will need to be long, too. It’ll be useless if they can just attack us from a distance we can’t reach."

"...And power. It’ll need enough power to break through their magic barrier."

"...If we’re fighting a massive swarm, we’ll have to use our magic efficiently. It’ll need even better magic efficiency than the current Raen." My and Maytyl’s voices grew quieter and quieter.

"U, um, you said that a single pair of magic insects laid close to a hundred eggs at the Magic Vent, right. That means a lot of people will need to be able to use it. If the sorcery is too complicated, then…"

We each listed off the necessary requirements. Then, the three of us looked at one another.

"...Isn’t this impossible." "It is." "Totally."

We all sighed in unison.

"...How are we doing on magic semiconductor performance and manufacturing technology."

I asked Noel. I may have been looking for any shred of positive information.

"If we’re just talking about the circuit lines, they’ve gotten pretty thin, though not quite to the width of a hair. The magic required is a fifth of the conventional amount, and the circuit speed is more than three times faster. Production is also easy if we use the magic gold dies. The yield rate is up to about fifty percent."

"That’s just a ridiculous amount of progress. If I didn’t know about the next disaster, I’d be declaring to the citizens of the Empire that ‘we have achieved victory in the war against the monsters.’"

It was incredibly positive news. Under normal circumstances, it would be enough to guarantee our victory. We could stop this meeting right now and start planning a company retreat. But we had absolutely no room for such optimism.

"What happens if we apply it to Raen."

"The model we took to the Empire was already more than three times better than what we were using originally. This would be twice as good as even that one. But the crucial factors, its range and the speed and power of Raen itself, won’t improve that much."

"...Yeah, I figured."

The biggest improvements would be in the speed before firing, which is to say the calculation speed, and in magic efficiency. Accuracy would likely increase along with the calculation speed. Still, from what I heard from Craig, it wasn’t enough.

"I guess we have no choice but to consider a completely new form of sorcery. By the way, is there any sorcery that surpasses Raen."

I looked at Maytyl.

"If there was, we would have used it in the last war... I know what you mean. You’re talking about something we can put into practical use based on our current circuit technology."

Maytyl sank into thought with a serious expression. But she soon shook her head.

"I told you that the magic character at the heart of Raen is based on a monster’s pattern, right. And that pattern is the most, no, it’s by far the most thoroughly researched pattern of any monster. In fact, if Ricardo’s words are correct, there’s a high probability that the magic seals on monsters which manipulate air are distinctly evolved."

The genius Imperial Princess used a concept I had taught her to point out an inconvenient truth.

"How long do you think it took for the magic seal that became Raen to take shape. Of course, I was the one who gave it its shape, but I was only able to do so by referencing a vast body of prior research."

"So the other patterns are even more of a black box than Raen... But we have to look into it, right."

My theory was that magic was an advanced and ultra efficient form of information processing. In theory, nothing should be impossible. And such an incredible technology would naturally be a black box. Even with Raen, Maytyl had been using it with almost no understanding of its underlying principles.

"Well, the next most advanced field of research is probably the one for that battering ram."

I see, the one that rotates magic gold. But even that was repelled. Still, we had no other choice.

"Is Ricardo there. It is about time you came this way…"

Fulsy opened the door and came in. I had promised to show my face upstairs as soon as we had a general direction.

"I’ll look into the patterns of other monsters for now. I’m the most knowledgeable on this subject. Noel, you help me."

"Understood."

"I’m counting on you."

I bowed my head to them.

"I know. That’s our top priority. Both logically, and for you, Ricardo."

Maytyl puffed her cheeks out slightly as she spoke.

◇◇

"How is the purple magic generator coming along."

I asked Fulsy after going upstairs. The prototype in front of me looked completely unchanged from before. Not that I would know if anything related to the magic had been altered.

"We are making progress. But the requirements have gone up for this as well."

Fulsy said. We needed to spread the purple magic over the widest possible area. It was like creating a light intensity gradient of purple light, but while they could make a rough determination with the type of magic catalyst, she said adjusting it was difficult.

"And the magic efficiency is still unreliable."

Fulsy looked at an empty magic crystal as she spoke.

"There’s a limit to how much magic we can save with circuits, after all."

Take personal computers, for example. You can continually improve the power efficiency of a CPU, shrinking something that once filled a room to fit on the tip of your little finger. But there are significant limitations to how much you can improve the power efficiency of the display.

"I have tried many things, but this is a special kind of magic. My past experience often does not apply."

"I can imagine…"

I understood. After all, this was a magic wavelength that had previously only been seen in crystals.

"We will also need an antenna that can detect the purple magic with high sensitivity, so we have no choice but to be clever."

"Making an Iris is a problem because of the dragon crystal material, so we’ll have to use a magic catalyst that reacts easily to purple magic, right."

"We will have to make it a smaller, simpler mechanism, specialized solely for purple magic."

"Then there’s the radar for tracking the swarms of magic insects…"

"That one uses crimson magic, so it is a little better. The improvements we have made so far should be enough, but…"

Since the adults were stronger than expected and would proliferate in the massive numbers we had predicted, we had to boost the radar’s capabilities as well. Even if she said it was simple, it would still take up Fulsy’s time.

I needed to consult Noel about how much responsibility we could assign to the seconded team members. No, maybe it would be better to ask Alfina about this.

I had to concentrate on the top priority, the purple magic, as much as possible.

"We’ll just have to try a lot of different things…"

The knowledge I possessed was from a world without magic, and it wasn’t even exact theory but rather a collection of vague concepts. And for my intellect to adapt that knowledge to magic, I had no choice but to wait for ideas to surface through trial and error.

By the time I finished working with Fulsy and helping Maytyl and the others with their investigation, it was already late at night. In the end, all I had accomplished today was gaining a little knowledge about the properties of a newly adopted magic catalyst.

I wanted to stay the night at the lab, but I had a meeting with Central Garden tomorrow.

Feeling apologetic, I climbed into the waiting carriage, which hadn’t uttered a single complaint. Over ten knights rode alongside it. ...There usually weren’t this many, but it was probably because of the late hour. My title felt heavy.

I would have to go to the Chancellor’s Office soon. I would also need to stay in close contact with Craig, who would be preparing the Knight Orders for spring. Not that I had anything to report at this stage.
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			"Senpai. We’ll be home soon."

Mia’s voice woke me inside the carriage. Outside the window, I could see a long wall with a large gate at its end. For a moment, I wondered where home was. That’s right. I was returning from the Chancellor's Office. I had discussed standardizing transport with Giverny of the transport guild and exchanged information with Volker about preparing to issue bonds. I must have fallen asleep in the carriage on my way back.

"Sorry. Um, what’s next."

"At home, Dalgan-senpai and the others will report on the bond sales. Senpai, I…"

"Oh, right. Okay."

I slapped my cheeks to steel myself. At least this would be more relaxing than talking to dukes and marquises.

◇◇

Everyone was already assembled at the grand ducal residence. They were the original members of Central Garden. It gets confusing because everything is named Central Garden, from the new city itself to the company that will manage its operations. I suppose the latter is Central Garden, Inc.

"Well then, let’s begin."

Mia took the lead. The topic on the agenda was who to sell the urban development bonds to. Since the goal is for these bonds to be converted into stocks, it concerns who will control the city. The royal family must naturally be the principal shareholder. The Grand Duchess Bertold’s family will come next, followed by other noble houses and merchants. The question was how to handle Central Garden, Inc.'s share within this structure.

The futures market to be established in the new city is the entire reason for Central Garden, Inc.'s existence. The city, which began as a military base, will sell off its warehouses and other assets, and Central Garden, Inc. will manage them, paying rent from its operational profits.

Considering the new city's purpose and its future prosperity, we want as many merchants to participate as possible. But the thought of managing it all gives me a headache. Well, it's a relief we have the time to scheme like this beforehand.

First, everyone reported on the parties they had approached and their reactions. Normally, this is the kind of deal where people would say, "This is obviously a scam, thank you very much."

But the list Dalgan and the others spread on the table was filled with many check marks.

"It seems more merchants are interested in the bonds than we anticipated."

"Yeah. We spread the word to companies we know and cities we do business with. It’s supposed to be a shady deal, but it’s got a lot of pull. An unusual amount." Dalgan said.

"I thought the gambling types would be interested, but it’s not like that at all. It’s the people who are usually extremely cautious…" Rilka said.

"Yes. Everyone wants a piece of a Vinder project. No. They’re desperate to get involved somehow." Sherry said evasively. I am being treated like a dot-com company during the IT revolution.

"There was quite a bit of jealousy directed at us, after all."

That is so unreasonable. If the people in this room hadn't been here, the kingdom would have been in serious trouble. We would have been completely and utterly checkmated by this disaster. The painful part is that I can’t say we aren't checkmated now.

"Vinder has become too important for anyone to touch." Sherry shrugged.

"Just so we’re clear, all my positions in the kingdom are temporary, and I’m just a merchant…"

"Do you think there’s any merchant who rides around in a carriage bearing the crests of a grand ducal house and the royal family, with a knight escort?"

Who is this person who flaunts such glory and splendor, only to be sent to the guillotine the next moment. From a self-preservation standpoint, it’s beyond absurd. It's like riding a tiger, wasn't it. Power that doesn't fit the vessel. I'm overleveraged.

"It can’t be helped. Being envied for making a profit is inevitable for a merchant. So let's get back on topic."

"Yes. Please do."

I nodded at Plural’s words.

"It might be better to raise the price of the bonds a little. No, we should raise it. That lowers the interest rate, right?"

"Yes, a rise in the bond price signifies an increase in credit, while a fall signifies a decrease. The interest rate is inversely proportional to that. For example, if the price of a bond redeemable for one hundred gold coins is eighty coins versus ninety coins, their respective…" Mia explained. The interest burden will decrease, and more people will likely want to convert them into new city stocks in the future.

"It’s certainly easier to understand when you put it like that. Lately, money has started to look like just a bunch of numbers to me."

"I know, I always thought money was something more concrete…"

The characters for finance mean "to melt money." Finance is the system for making hard currency flow freely to where it is needed. That's why its nature is so close to that of information.

"That is a good trend." Mia nodded like a teacher.

"No, no, Mia. It’s dangerous."

"She’s right. We’re already dealing with amounts of money that feel divorced from reality."

Rilka and Sherry looked troubled. We are doing all this work for practically no commission, justified by the national crisis and our role as members of Central Garden, which will one day take over the new city's management.

"That’s assuming we survive the disaster. When I think about where we’ll end up…"

"We originally got together just for a mock shop at the academy festival, you know. That felt like a big deal at the time, but…"

"Wait, that’s strange. I can’t really remember it."

Rilka and Sherry shivered.

"And besides, this knowledge we’re handling right now. This itself is just incredible, isn't it?"

"Yeah, you’re right."

It felt like we were all on the verge of being consumed by the dark side. Perhaps a Rothschild-like dynasty might emerge from one of these families in the future. The knowledge is worth that much. No, that would be decades, maybe a century from now.

Assuming human society is still around by then.

"Stop. You can think about that after we overcome the disaster and get the city up and running." I interjected. This is no time to be dreaming of such a golden future. If we fail, we lose everything. Not just us, but all of human society. And that possibility is growing very high.

In this situation, stimulating the economy through finance could backfire, accelerating the speed of destruction. If information travels fast, so too does crisis.

In other words, I could be the cause of the disaster’s damage spreading. One could argue it doesn’t matter if we’re all going to be destroyed anyway, but I can’t be that detached.

"Even with strong interest, the amount we need to raise is huge. We don’t have much time, so let’s get this solidified."

"You’re right. We need to sell them as widely as possible. If they’re going to be used in place of gold coins, we have to avoid too much concentration. We still have a lot of work to do."

"Agreed."

"R, right, you’re right."

The members all nodded at each other, looking as if they had forced themselves to swallow something unpleasant. In a way, things are going smoothly considering what we've gotten ourselves into. They are all truly reliable. That means the problem lies with the lab…

I turned my thoughts to the window. The efficiency of the purple magic generator is improving at a snail's pace. Our stock of crimson Magic Crystals is dangerously low. Is it because I wasted too much? Maybe Alfina went out of her way. No, Alfina should be at the mansion now.

I’ve confirmed with a negative Magic Crystal that crimson Magic Crystals can be charged with purple magic, and Fulsy’s Antenna will provide an objective evaluation for selecting where the Magic Insects will attack. We’ll have to deal with at least two different types of purple Magic Vents when they appear, but that's a problem for a little later.

I’ve asked Alfina to coordinate with Euphillia to expand carriage production beyond Bertold. We’ll have to give up Vinder’s rights to it. We need a massive number of highly efficient transport carriages produced, no matter what.

No, I was thinking about the lab. Noel’s circuit boards are coming along well. The seconded staff seem to be getting used to the new methods too. We can expect help from the Empire for mass production, right? If our two nations’ technologies mesh well…

But we don’t have a shadow of the new model sorcery staff needed for mass production.

"...and that’s how it is. The biggest risk is... Hey, Vinder."

Someone suddenly shook my shoulder. I came to my senses and saw Dalgan and the others looking at me.

"Huh? Um, were we talking about the Magic Crystal inventory?"

"Hey, hey, like we’d be involved in something like that."

"...Of course not. Uh, my apologies, what was it?" I asked, feeling ashamed.

"It’s about controlling the percentage of the bonds we’ve collected that returns to the national treasury as taxes." Mia said. I noticed something like a yield curve drawn on the room’s slate board.

"Vinder. Just how much work are you juggling? This bond issue alone is a monumental task."

"Y, yes, that’s why I have all of you... Mia is very capable. And you know, Dalgan-senpai, you said before that I was making Mia work too hard…"

"There’s the lab too, right?"

"T, that too. Um, well, we have a star-studded lineup, so I basically just provide the ideas... Alfina-sama is also helping with coordinating everyone…" I said, stammering.

"How is it, Mia?" "..."

Rilka and Sherry looked at Mia, ignoring my words.

"Objectively, it’s undeniable that the burden is concentrated on Senpai. Your sleeping hours have been decreasing recently, haven't they?"

"No, I’m not the only one."

"By the way, what did you have for breakfast this morning?"

"Uh, um, what was it again?"

"..."

I'm not the only one working hard. Everyone from the king on down is running themselves ragged. Prince Craig, the crown prince, stood on the front lines against the Magic Insects, even getting injured. Fabius and the others are still in direct mortal danger, flying back and forth between the wyvern territory and Maldras.

Compared to them, my burden is nothing. What's more, I’m in a position where I could nullify all their efforts. I, an essentially average person armed only with knowledge from a past life.

"In any case, the basic information sharing is complete. Please leave the rest to us, Senpai." Mia said. I nodded, pushed by everyone's stares. She was right. Confusing commerce and the lab like I just did is a dangerous sign. At times like these, I need to get organized before I think.



		
		
		
			Chapter 231: Episode 22: Second Half. The Secret Weapon Against Multitasking
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 231

			Episode 22: Second Half. The Secret Weapon Against Multitasking

			As I left the room, Mia followed me into the hallway.

"I'm sorry. I'm really putting you through a lot."

I bowed my head to Mia. Without her, I could never have handled the bonds. In fact, my main business would have probably collapsed.

"I don't mind supporting you where I can. It's a bit irritating, but Alfina-sama is doing her best as the lab's... secretary. But Senpai, you only have one body."

"R, right, I know. But you see, this is the busiest time, and if I can just get through this... I know. I'll get everything in order and set my priorities straight before I take on the next job."

Mia remained silent at my words.

"Um, everyone's waiting for you."

With a troubled look still on her face, Mia returned to the room.

◇◇

"...Calm down. I am definitely confused. Right, situational awareness is a go."

Back in my room, I stood before my desk and took a deep breath.

"But, but. I know exactly what to do in times like these."

I lectured my frantic self on the necessity of the actions I was about to take. What I needed to do now was not tackle individual jobs, but to get a bird's eye view of all of them. It might seem like a waste of time not to make concrete progress during this busy period. But failing to do this would create the greatest waste of all.

I placed two sheets of paper on my desk. I was juggling a lot of projects. And with them, a massive number of tasks were generated daily. It was making my already crude brain even fuzzier. This was what you would call a state of multitasking. It is the greatest enemy of productivity.

It has the wonderful effect of slowing down your brain's performance right when you need to be working it at its maximum capacity.

"So I will organize them, and I will prioritize them."

I would establish a basic workflow for processing tasks. This flow would be independent of the content of any individual task. Thanks to that, each step was simple and clear. It was, in a way, standardizing the logistics of my thoughts.

I spread out the first sheet of paper. This was my so-called inbox. All new tasks would be written down here first. At this stage, I would only write them down. I would make no attempt to sort or process them.

Next, I would categorize the tasks collected in the inbox by project. For example, the bond issuance from earlier. The development of the Purple Magic generator. ...There are so many.

Finally, I would look at the categorized lists, consider their priority, and create a to do list for the day. Once I started working, I would basically only look at this final list. This would prevent the vast number of tasks from overwhelming my brain. Only what I needed to do right now would be in front of me.

That said, a huge number of tasks have piled up in my inbox over just the last few days. These tasks involve other people, and people who are more important than me at that, so it's not simple. Sorting and organizing them is going to be tough.

"Maybe I should reorganize the project priorities too."

I drew a cross on a sheet of paper. The Eisenhower Matrix. Important versus not important, and urgent versus not urgent. A two-dimensional way of thinking that roughly divides each project into one of four quadrants. With this, the project level priorities would become visually obvious. It's a method that can even handle the duties of a president, after all.

"First, the development of the Purple Magic generator that attracts Magic Insects. This is, of course, urgent and important. Next, the development of a new model of magic staff that can counter the newly emerged adult types. Upgraded to urgent and important. Building the logistics for the battle. And then, the war funds from before and the construction of the new city. The Magic Insect threat has become more serious, so full preparations are... urgent and important... huh??"

I tilted my head as I looked at the projects lined up in the upper left quadrant of the cross, the domain that could never be neglected.

"No, wait. That's right, logistics are with the Chancellor's Office. The bonds are with Mia... But I'm the one who has to lay out the fundamental shape of the new city. I have to take into account what's physically possible under the current circumstances. I need to exchange information with everyone at the Chancellor's Office and Central Garden, and with the Construction and Carriage Guilds..."

I lifted my pen from a project I had been about to move to the "important but not urgent" quadrant.

Calm down. I know they're all important. The problem is prioritizing among the important things.

"The lab is definitely the higher priority. Right, the development of the new sorcery. I've had Maytyl focus on the Battering Ram magic seal, which was the most advanced of our research besides Spiral Flame, but... I can't bet everything on one thing. I really need to come up with some ideas myself. The Purple Magic generator is my absolute, non-negotiable top priority, and... The weapons for fighting the Magic Insects, weren't we supposed to improve them through battle... No, that's not it. Now that we know the power of the adult types, I know we don't have that luxury..."

The list in front of me, which should have been organized, jumped out at my eyes, one item after another. My gaze couldn't settle. The sheer volume of text was making my vision suffer from Gestalt collapse.

"Come to think of it, there's also the Antenna for detecting the Purple Magic Vents that the Magic Insects target... I should commit more to the lab... But I'm already prioritizing it properly..."

I tried to rethink things, centering on my own actions. I have reliable allies, so it's important to delegate. It's okay. The project members are all beyond brilliant. Yes, if I can just concentrate everyone's power, we should be able to do something like saving humanity from extinction.

If there is a problem, it is that the one leading these brilliant members is me, a person who is, in essence, nothing more than mediocre. That's why I have to work hard.

We are in a crisis and we have no time. Mia and all my other precious companions are in danger. By being involved with the new city, they will be closer to the disaster than ordinary merchants. And the most dangerous thing is how Alfina will be treated when we can no longer afford to be choosy about our methods...

I have to solve the vulnerability of a system that relies on Alfina alone...

Then, I could have her all to myse...

...

......

.........

*THUD!!*

"...Hu, h...?" A shock assaulted my head. I didn't understand what had happened. My consciousness was in chaos. A purple mosaic floated before my eyes. Why is the floor at eye level... Did the desk fall over? I can see the legs of the desk on their side.

"Ricardo-kun!!"

I heard the *basa basa* of falling paper and a sound like Alfina's shriek. Why was I seeing Alfina from the side? She was walking on the wall like a ninja...

The vibrations of Alfina's footsteps traveled through the side of my head. Ah, I see. I collapsed...

"Ricardo-kun. Please, pull yourself together. Ricardo-kun. Ricardo-kun!!"

Alfina rushed over and tried to lift my head into her arms. My consciousness faded out there.
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			So bright.

The first thing my consciousness registered was the familiar ceiling of my room. It seemed the light from the window had woken me. That’s unusual. Lately I’ve been waking up before the sun... The thought sent a chill down my spine. This has to be nearly noon.

A list of the tasks I was supposed to do today formed in my mind. The requests from everyone at the original Central Garden... Wait, did I finish that work?

I tilted my head, trying to sit up, but my body wouldn't obey. The right side of the futon felt especially heavy. Looking closer, I saw shining, silver-blue hair spread across the white comforter. Alfina was asleep, leaning against the bed.

A stray lock of hair rested on her beautiful profile. Seeing it, I remembered her face in my fading vision, desperately calling out to me. That’s right. I was in my room, working...

"What happened after that?"

I somehow managed to pull myself up. My body felt sluggish. My mind, on the other hand, was working well enough.

"...Ri, Ricardo... kun."

The weight on the bed suddenly vanished. Alfina lifted her head. Her eyes found me as I struggled to sit upright.

"...Um, well. ...Good morning."

It was a stupid greeting. For one thing, it wasn't morning. But the moment Alfina saw me, her eyes instantly welled with tears.

"You’re awake. Oh, thank goodness. Evening came, then night, then morning. You wouldn’t wake up at all, and I... I..."

Tears spilled from Alfina’s eyes.

"S, sorry to have made you worry. Um, I’m fine."

My body didn’t feel bad, perhaps thanks to the sleep. I spread my arms to show her. But Alfina simply placed a hand on my forehead.

"You don’t seem to have a fever. Are you really alright. Are you in pain anywhere."

She stared at me with desperate eyes. She was very close.

"I, I think I’m okay..."

"Really, are you sure. If there’s even the slightest..."

Guu...

It was my stomach that cut Alfina off. Come to think of it, I haven’t eaten in over a day.

I tried to recall what happened before I collapsed. Lack of sleep, fatigue, and I think I skipped breakfast too. Was Mia's question a trick question then. I can't really talk, considering Maytyl, heh.

◇◇

"...Um, Alfina-sama, this is, really a bit..."

"Here, Ricardo-kun. Please open your mouth."

A small piece of soft, white bread was held before my lips. It was drizzled with golden honey. The very carbohydrates and calories my body was screaming for. Yet I felt cornered.

"Please open your mouth. ......Are you not hungry?"

Alfina’s expression clouded over.

"No, that’s not it at all."

I hurriedly opened my mouth. The small, sweet piece of bread entered. This is our honey, isn't it. Was it always this incredibly sweet. Did they improve the quality while I was neglecting my main duties?!

"Next is a drink... Is milk alright?"

Alfina brought a cup to my lips. Warm milk soothed my throat.

"Your mouth..."

Alfina wiped the corner of my mouth with a handkerchief. I felt like I had become a baby.

She watched over me like a mother, her eyes fixed only on me. It filled my heart with something beyond simple embarrassment. To stay like this forever. I was tempted by the thought. But...

"Um, it’s about time I..."

I glanced toward the door, the bread Alfina offered still in my mouth. I had to get back to work. I hadn’t just lost the morning, I had lost an entire day. I needed to recover what time I could...

"Mia and my father have taken care of your schedule for today. So you must rest, Ricardo-kun."

Alfina said, her words coming a little quickly.

"Yes, but they both have their own tasks that take up all their time..."

I tried to get out of bed. But Alfina held me back.

"You will not."

There was no arguing with her. I ate my lunch, or whatever it was, slowly, more slowly than necessary, and strength began to return to my body. I think I’m fine. Besides, the very fact that I have an appetite...

"You see, yesterday was just a combination of sleep deprivation and a few other things."

"No. You will not... Please."

Alfina’s eyes grew moist. Ugh, isn't this cheating?

"Please. For now, just rest."

"B, but. I slept for a whole day, so I’ve had p, plenty of rest..."

I tried to argue. If anything, based on what she said, wasn't Alfina the one who needed sleep?

"When is the next time you’ll be able to sleep properly? How long will this continue, a state where you even forget to eat..."

Alfina’s eyes locked onto mine.

"W, well... Once this current task is settled, then surely..."

"And which of your current jobs would that be..."

Alfina held the list I had been looking at before I collapsed. ......All of them. I collapsed while I was checking it.

"......"

"I know very well how amazing you are, Ricardo-kun. No, you are amazing to a degree that someone like me could never comprehend... But this is just too reckless."

Alfina looked at me with a serious expression. Almost all of the amazing things she was talking about were just knowledge from my past life.

"Ricardo-kun..."

"Y, yes."

"You are... trying to protect me, am I being conceited to think so."

Alfina’s cheeks flushed as if she were nervous.

"As your partner... it’s only natural."

I managed to say. Alfina’s expression softened just a little. But she quickly hardened it again.

"I want to be your partner too, Ricardo-kun. If I am only being protected by you, then I am not a partner. I should have a role to play."

She pointed to one of the projects on the list she was holding.

"Please leave this to me."

Her finger rested on the Purple Magic generator, unequivocally the project with the highest priority. It was also the project I wanted to keep her furthest away from.

"N, no, absolutely not."

"I do not understand difficult things like the Director or you do, Ricardo-kun. I don’t have special skills like Noel or Princess Maytyl. But when it comes to sensing purple magic, I have the most experience."

I understood what Alfina was saying. It was a matter of putting the right person in the right place. And it would allow me to focus on the other major problem, the new model of sorcery staff. My reason clearly told me she was correct.

"Th, that’s exactly why. Yes, a system that relies solely on you, Alfina-sama, would be a poor disaster countermeasure. For example, what if you were to fall ill right when it was time for the final confrontation... Besides, even if that weren’t the case, as a last resort..."

I said, my gaze darting from side to side.

"Then what about you, Ricardo-kun."

Alfina looked straight at me, as if to prevent my gaze from escaping. Tears began to well up slightly in her eyes.

"In our current situation, are we not relying solely on you."

Her honest feelings pierced me. The project’s vulnerability wasn’t Alfina, it was me. Why was I lying in bed at a time like this.

"You always share your wonderful ideas with us, Ricardo-kun. But you always make sure to test them properly, don’t you."

"W, well, yes..."

"In this situation, you are keeping me away from a role that I should naturally fulfill. Do you have sufficient grounds for that. I have been careful in handling the crystal since that incident. I haven't been falling ill anymore."

"......"

I, the one who had actually collapsed, was at a loss for words. Considering the danger of the crystal and its future potential, I had conducted several investigations, incomplete though they were. One I asked Luiza to do. Another I asked Maytyl to do. The latter was still underway, but so far, no clear danger had emerged.

Of course, there was far too little information to make a definitive judgment. But that only meant I was attempting the impossible. The only way to eliminate all possibility of danger is to die.

"...To be honest, it makes me very happy to feel that I’m being treated as special. Hehe, is this a desire to monopolize you. I am an unworthy Oracle Princess."

Alfina folded her hands over her chest. Contrary to her words, her smile was so genuine it was dazzling to me. Alfina called it a desire to monopolize. That was the reason my own judgment was skewed.

"But if we continue like this, we will surely regret it. Both you and I, Ricardo-kun."

Alfina said, looking me straight in the eye.

My selfishness was putting many people in danger. The people who were desperately trying to face the calamity, even while I slept in bed. And in the end, I wouldn't be able to protect Alfina either...

I was confronted with the fact that my judgment was warped, and Alfina's was correct. What if something happened to her, by some slim chance. That fear was still inside me. But I was forced to realize that the fundamental reason for it was my own ego.

"......I believe your thinking is correct, Alfina-sama."

I had no choice but to admit defeat.

"Hee hee, this is something you taught me, Ricardo-kun. Don’t you remember? That time in the library, when you told me over and over how thoughtless I was."

Alfina smiled mischievously. After all, this girl was not someone I could lock in a cage and keep all to myself. I should have known that all along.

"I’ll be counting on you."

"Yes. Then, first. My first request as your partner."

"Y, yes."

I tensed up. We would make use of Alfina’s aptitude with Purple Magic. That couldn't be helped. But if I pushed her too hard, even without clear evidence, things could become like before. I never wanted to see Alfina lying in bed like that again.

"Please call me Alfina."

"Eh?"

...Was that really important right now. Besides, I was just virtuously reflecting on my actions and trying to know my place. And this conversation was unpleasantly reminding me of that other time, which was all kinds of bad.

"Ricardo-kun."

Alfina’s tone left no room for compromise.

"Understood. .........Alfina."

Her smile was radiant.

"Now for the next thing. First, please get your strength back."

Just when I thought there was more, something white was thrust before my lips.

"...We’re still eating like this."

"Yes. This is what I have determined is most important for me to do as your partner right now."

Alfina brought the remaining bread closer to my mouth. Isn't being fed like this unbecoming of a partner, I thought, but I opened my mouth anyway.

There were many things to think about. A voice inside me, one that still hadn't faded, asked if this was truly alright. I wasn't even sure what that voice was directed at.

But it was also true that right now, I didn't think I could win against this sweetness.
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			"I really wish you had rested for at least one more day."

Alfina looked at me with concern. We stood before the stairs in a hallway of the lab's old building. Three days had passed since my collapse, and I was finally returning to work.

"Well, I've had more than enough rest," I said.

I thought back on those three days, while being nursed? by Alfina. We spent the time going over a sort of work handover. Incidentally, the whole "say ahh" thing happened only that once. After all, Mia had heard I was awake and rushed over right after I got home, witnessing the entire scene.

I was actually fine by the next day. But with Alfina and Mia forming a united front, there was nothing I could do. The two of them discussed how to organize and divide my work. It was one thing at first, but by the end, they were apologizing to each other. It was the "we're sorry we couldn't properly manage our useless boss" sort of apology.

To say it was awkward would be an understatement.

"You too, Alfina. Please don't push yourself too hard."

"I know. And you, Ricardo, if you feel even the slightest bit tired..."

We looked at each other. I had grown quite used to calling her Alfina. I was still not used to the looks Claudia and Luiza gave me, though.

"Well, this is my way."

"Right."

Feeling a pull of reluctance, I watched Alfina ascend the stairs. Then I turned and headed for my own room on the first floor to fulfill my duties.

Honestly, my anxiety had not vanished. But I had accepted that my judgment had been clouded, and I had resolved to trust Alfina in the truest sense. Or rather, I was made to realize it was the only thing I could do. I still questioned whether I was qualified to be her partner, but all I could do now was try my best.

◇◇

"You're finally back."

"You just came to visit me," I said to Maytyl, who was getting things ready in the room.

"That's her territory. Still, it was refreshing to see you, the very picture of audacity, behaving so meekly. Could it be that when you two are alone..."

Incidentally, Maytyl was the one Alfina was most wary of.

"That was me being prudent as a sick person, or something. You're late, Noel."

I deflected by turning to Noel, who had just entered. But Noel just looked at me with a tired expression.

"How is anyone supposed to get by when you two are doing that in the middle of the hallway."

Noel's words reminded me of my exchange with Alfina just moments ago. The staircase was near the connecting corridor for the new and old buildings.

"I wonder what kind of exchange it was."

"Oh, you know, they were just staring into each other's eyes..."

"Let's hurry and begin. We don't have time."

Noel started to act out a reenactment with gestures. I cut her off, stating the facts concisely and quickly.

"Fine, it's true we don't have time. Let's get started."

"We need to create at least a rough draft before the reinforcements from the Empire arrive."

The two of them nodded, though reluctantly. Crenne was scheduled to come from the Empire. Her main purpose was to help us efficiently mass-produce the new model of sorcery staff, something we knew would be incredible even if we did not know what it was yet.

Preparations for the future construction of Central Garden city, under the guise of a rear support base, had apparently already begun on the kingdom's side of the River of Hope in the form of material stockpiling.

Was it about two months until spring? In reality, all we could do was pray the Magic Insect invasion would be delayed.

"Have you tried the idea of miniaturizing the battering ram and launching it, Noel."

Noel brought over a small, tube-like object.

"It's incredible that you could make a prototype this fast. But this is going to be difficult."

Maytyl and Noel placed the small tube and a tiny, cone-shaped projectile on the table for me.

Our idea was a form of sorcery that involved shrinking that battering ram and firing it. A sort of miniature missile, or a gun. Though it was a long shot, I thought my knowledge of guns from my past life might be useful. Still, from the looks of this, it was more like a blowgun.

"The original is a rotation-based sorcery. Trying to launch it creates a lot of waste."

"Hey, don't point that at me."

I covered my face with both hands. But the metal bullet that feebly popped out of the small tube simply fell to the ground a few centimeters away.

Making something rotate is one thing, but launching it is entirely different. We did not know how we should change the sorcerous script. And thinking about remotely controlling it to some degree after launch, like with the Spiralflame, was just hopeless.

Maytyl and Noel explained. There were no good options.

"Assuming our research progresses without any future trouble. Then maybe, just maybe, it might be ready by summer. Of course, we'll need you to provide a miracle or two, Ricardo."

"Even then, I think its power would be less than the current Spiralflame, and it would consume more magic."

The prognosis from these two rare experts in sorcery was grim.

"So that's the limit even using a sorcerous script that's already been fundamentally researched. What about other candidates. Maybe the lightning attack the Magic Insects use."

"We don't even know the magic seal for that. We recorded the one on that larva's back, but the lightning itself was coming up from its belly too, right. We didn't find anything that looked like a seal there."

"I think it's probably something like a reinforcement of the nerves, or the muscles connected to them."

The larva I saw on Tuvil Mountain seemed to have its electricity-generating organs arranged in a series, one for each body segment. I recall electric eels being something like that, too.

"Nerves?"

"Basically, they're circuits within the body. The brain is a collection of those nerves. It sends and receives information with the rest of the body from there."

"Hyan. Wha, what are you doing all of a sudden. I'm telling Alfina-sama."

Noel glared at me after I poked the back of her hand.

"I wouldn't tell on you."

Maytyl gave me a meaningful look.

"No, that was just for the explanation. Um, the place I poked you was the back of your hand, right, Noel. But the part that registered it as being poked was your head, your brain."

"I think I sort of get it."

I traced a line from my palm up to my head with my fingertip to explain.

"So, you're saying a tiny bit of lightning is already flowing through a living creature's body. Like how magic flows through a magic circuit."

"Exactly. The lightning attack is likely an application of that."

In fact, there was one other thing that could not be explained otherwise. The transmission speed of an insect's nerves is less than a tenth of ours as mammals. That is sufficient because their bodies are small. Conversely, a creature that large should be a textbook case of a witless giant.

But that insect monster was fast. In that sense as well, it was highly likely that not only its spiracles and exoskeleton, but its nervous system was also enhanced with magic. In other words, the magical reinforcement of its nerves secondarily gave rise to that lightning attack. I believe that is the evolutionary order.

Besides, as the image from the crystal's prophecy showed, magic interacts with the nerves of humans who have an aptitude for it. The switching of sorcery circuits is also an interaction with human consciousness. One could even think of it as a kind of interference between information processing circuits. Circuits have fundamental properties as circuits, and those properties do not depend on what they are made of.

"It might be worth considering since it could lead to a countermeasure against the lightning attacks. But considering the time we have, it's even more hopeless than the tiny battering ram."

Maytyl said. I could only nod. We did not have time to start from basic research. We continued to examine the patterns of monsters Maytyl knew, but we found nothing promising.

It was pathetic, especially since Alfina was letting me focus entirely on this. Yet, it was true that my mind felt more at ease than before. My brain was no longer just a storage device for things I must not forget. It now had the capacity to think.

"Maytyl, Noel, you two keep examining the sorcerous scripts. I'm going to try approaching this from the magic catalyst side."

I will stuff my head with information. And then, I will think until I reach my limit. Of course, a talentless person like me will not be able to find the answer. That is why I will count on my brain to produce an answer on its own.

The little people living in my brain should be wiser than I am.

There is just one problem. These little sages are hedonists who cannot grasp practical matters. Things like money, power, and time.
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			"What if, instead of attacking, we dedicated everything to defense?"

Maytyl spoke, breaking the silence.

"What exactly do you mean by that?"

"...I was just throwing it out there. I know it won’t work. We would just be slowly losing a battle of attrition."

Circuit diagrams were scattered across the floor of the old building’s first floor room. We sat staring at each other with grim faces. A week had passed since then, and the development of the new weapon had not progressed a single step. We had only a growing pile of half-formed ideas. And just like now, someone would always veer off topic. I did it last time, and Noel did the time before that.

Incidentally, the frequency of these kinds of comments was inversely proportional to the probability of a new idea emerging.

The little man in my brain still had nothing to say to me. And this was after he had gotten a nice long rest while I was bogged down with multitasking.

"The demands are just way too high…" Noel lamented.

She is deeply involved in the production that comes after development. She must be feeling even more pressure than I am, since my work ends in the lab.

"Creating a magic tool from scratch is harder than I ever imagined," I said, looking up at the heavens. My gaze then settled on the ceiling. Alfina was up there…

"...Are you worried about the second floor?"

"N, no, that’s not it."

She had hit the mark, and I hurriedly turned my face back down.

"Fine. We could all use a little change of pace, right? I’m curious about the purple magic stuff, too. Let’s go have a look upstairs."

I silently nodded at Maytyl’s sarcastic words.

◇◇

We climbed the stairs. With each step, my feet seemed to move a little faster. When I opened the door, the room within was flooded with light.

"Oh, Ricardo-kun. What brings you here?"

Alfina noticed me and turned around. In front of her was the purple magic generator. Opposite her stood Fulsy, holding an antenna. Claudia was waiting by the window.

"Alfina. Are you okay… with this much…"

A bright purple light filled the room, seeming to overflow from the hemispherical generator. It was bad for my heart, reminding me of footage of nuclear reactors from my past life. I knew that what I was seeing was an indirect product of the magic and fundamentally different in principle, yet I couldn’t help it.

"You’re the one I should be asking, Ricardo-kun. You look exhausted. Aren’t you pushing yourself too hard?"

Alfina came closer, peering into my face. I looked back at her. Her beautiful features showed no signs of pain or fatigue.

"Ahem. Is the purple magic generator progressing well?" Maytyl asked, her face twitching slightly.

I realized I had been staring into Alfina’s eyes. Alfina’s expression became flustered as well. We both looked down at the same time.

"Well, you could say it’s going smoothly. We’ve made great strides in both efficiency and control," Fulsy said. Alfina nodded.

I turned my attention back to the purple magic generator. At a glance, its shape hadn’t changed much. A large sphere and a small bowl. Between them were crimson and black magic crystals, from which the purple magic emanated. The magic produced was reflected by the bowl and the sphere, then directed toward the ceiling. The light illuminating the room was certainly much brighter than before.

"Please, watch," Alfina said.

As she held her hand over the two types of magic crystals at the center, the pillar of light expanded.

"Even from what I can see, it’s clearly expanding in controlled stages," Maytyl commented, impressed.

"Thanks to Her Highness’s help, our experiments have leaped forward. When it comes to sensing the fine details of purple magic, none of us can even hold a candle to her," Fulsy said, praising Alfina. But I couldn’t bring myself to simply agree.

"I, is that so? But…"

I looked at Alfina.

"Aren’t you too close?"

"Not as close as you and Alfina were just now," Maytyl quipped.

"I told you our efficiency has improved. Look closely," said Fulsy.

When I looked closer, I saw that while the light filling the room was bright, the light at the very center was actually weaker than when I last saw it.

"It is all right, Ricardo-kun. Unlike with the scrying crystal, there is not as much strain on my head."

I see. It’s not transmitting images, so her brain doesn’t need to process high density information. Processing is fundamentally an interaction. Less processing means less interaction. Which means less of a burden on Alfina. But still…

"Just to be safe, have you noticed an increase in hair on your pillow when you wake up, or any changes in your bowel movements?"

The ominous association from earlier made me ask without thinking.

"What on earth are you asking?" Claudia said from the window, as if she couldn’t bear it any longer.

Alfina’s face turned red as she told me in a small voice, "I do not believe so." So it was just my needless worry. Well, if there were problems on that level, it should have had a major effect on the lifespans of the shrine maidens we researched before.

"If you’re worried about hair on her pillow, why don’t you check it yourself, Ricardo?"

"Hey, we don’t have that kind of relationship… Director. You’ve made a lot of progress. Are there any problems?"

Realizing Maytyl was teasing me, I turned back to Fulsy.

"It was quite a struggle to find a catalyst that reflects perfectly. Right, that array you had made for us was a great help."

Fulsy pointed to the silver coating on the surface of the large and small spheres. It seemed they had continued with their trial and error even after I had gone to the new building to search for a magic-reflecting catalyst. The array, by the way, was just an offhand idea I mentioned to Vinaldira when I was fruitlessly searching for catalysts. It was already finished?

"The problem is, we need Her Highness’s power to control it to this extent."

"Does that mean…"

I couldn’t let that comment slide. Did that mean they needed to bring Alfina onto the battlefield?

"Well, we’ll do what we can. In essence, we just need to replicate what Her Highness is doing by devising new magic tools and catalysts. We already know the answer, after all," Fulsy said.

It was true. This old man had made my vague ideas from my past life into reality, as if by magic. Though it actually was magic.

"Thanks to our growing understanding of how to handle purple magic, we’re also making progress with the antennas and such. This is also thanks to Her Highness."

"That is not true. It is thanks to your strength, Director," Alfina said humbly.

Fulsy’s skill in these matters was certainly immense, but there was no doubt Alfina had also contributed greatly. Was what I did truly a mistake?

"That’s good news," Maytyl said.

The antenna for quickly detecting the emergence of purple magic vents. That was another vital element.

"Which is why, it’s about time we asked for your help as well, Noel and Princess Maytyl… But it seems you lot are struggling," Fulsy said.

"To be frank, it’s not going well at all," Maytyl said with a wry smile. Noel hung her head.

"Well, let’s hear about your side first. With our current control systems, perhaps using a magic circuit…"

Fulsy and the others began their consultation.

"Ricardo-kun. I know it must be difficult, but please do not push yourself too hard," Alfina said.

"I’m ashamed."

I shrank with embarrassment. At this rate, everything I did was just getting in the project’s way.

"...I have said it before. I am happy that you worry for me."

Alfina smiled. Well, it was true that I was worried. No matter how much safer they said it was than the scrying crystal, what they were doing was still an unknown experiment. What if something terrible… I thought, and as I looked at the purple magic generator, I felt a sense of unease.

"...Was this thing in the center there before?"

At the very center, between the upper and lower spheres, I could see a thin, thread-like line of white light. What’s more, it seemed to be growing stronger even as I watched.

"Oh, that. It appears sometimes after a while. It’s a waste in terms of spreading the magic, but it’s only a very small part. The use you envision involves pulsing it on and off, right? It shouldn’t be a problem in practice."

Fulsy turned and said.

"Hm, how interesting. Perhaps Ricardo knows the reason for it?" Maytyl said teasingly.

"...Yeah, probably."

Something clicked into place. I looked at the source of the light at the center, where the crimson and negative magic crystals were pressed together.

What did I think when I figured out the true nature of the negative magic crystal? Not negative, but positive… a positive hole substance. That’s what I thought. A positive hole substance, what would have been a P-type semiconductor in my previous life. By the same logic, a normal magic crystal would be an N-type semiconductor. You join a P-type and an N-type semiconductor, drop electrons into it, and generate a pure wavelength of light.

And the mirrors. What they were doing was exactly like that. And the nature of that phenomenon is…

Why didn’t I realize it? If I use this… no, wait. Just thinking about it for a moment, there are several problems.

"...Still, it’s worth a try. Hey, there’s something I need you to prepare…"

I turned back to the magic team. There, I saw three exasperated faces and one look of pure reverence.

"I don’t really get it, but it seems you’ve come up with something incredible, as usual," said Maytyl.

"Indeed," said Fulsy. "...Though perhaps I’m the strange one for thinking it took you longer this time."

"...More work for us," Noel sighed.

Hey, I’m not even sure it will work yet…
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			I decided to start by demonstrating the principle behind that phenomenon. In truth, I already had all the necessary parts. What I had them prepare was a crimson Magic Crystal, which was a red Magic Crystal drained of its "magic" and shaped into a flat plate. A Negative Magic Crystal of the same shape. And a spiral flame magic wavelength purification cartridge. Also, three sorcerous metal mirrors of two different types, coated with a magic-reflecting catalyst. The first and second mirrors had a catalyst that completely reflected magic. The third was coated with a less effective reflective catalyst.

"I’m ready," Noel said, having set up the optical bench.

"An empty red Magic Crystal and a crimson Magic Crystal? And a cartridge to purify magic. Is this the same as charging a Magic Crystal?" Maytyl tilted her head.

"Correct. Can I ask you to do it, Maytyl?"

"I just need to draw the magic from the crimson one, right?"

Maytyl placed her hand on the crimson Magic Crystal. The drawn magic was purified by the cartridge and absorbed by the empty red Magic Crystal. Normally, you would separate the wavelengths with a dragon crystal. That method has less loss, and the magic catalyst in the cartridge deteriorates. For this experiment, however, I would ignore that.

"It’s done," Maytyl said, removing her hand. With this, the magic particles inside the red Magic Crystal were "excited" in a uniform state. In terms of this phenomenon, it was a form of magic pumping.

Using the equipment from the Purple Magic generator, I arranged the excited red Magic Crystal and the Negative Magic Crystal parallel to each other. On the contact surfaces of the red and negative Magic Crystals, I applied a barrier-forming magic catalyst to prevent magic particles from flowing freely. Just in case, I pointed the device in a direction with no buildings.

"Director, if you please." Once the red and negative crystals were as close as possible, I made my request to Fulsy.

"There must be a reason you chose me," she mused.

She was right. I had designated the magician with the lowest simple magic output among us.

Fulsy stimulated the magic particles of the red Magic Crystal. The magician’s interference with the particles inside the crystal broke through the short-range insulation. As always, crimson magic corresponding to the band gap between the red and negative crystals was generated. The magic created between the positive and negative Magic Crystals had its angle changed by mirror one, then reflected repeatedly between mirrors two and three.

Though almost nothing was done, the crimson magic became as thin as a thread and intensified its light between the mirrors. As Fulsy continued to draw out magic, that light grew stronger and stronger.

Then, a portion of it, unable to be fully reflected, shot out from mirror three.

Crimson ◇~~~~Cartridge □□~~~~Red ▱ ~~~~ ▽Mirror 1 Negative ▰ ／ Mirror 2(←………………→)Mirror 3

"Noel. Lend me the magic-sensing plate."

Mirror 2(――――――――)Mirror 3ーーーーー→ | Magic-sensing plate

I lowered the magic-sensing plate into the path of the beam. A part of the amplified magical beam pierced through the mirror. The thin crimson light struck the plate. A straight ruby flash shot from bottom to top. And then.

Karan.

The side not held between my fingers fell onto the platform. Without a sound or a puff of smoke, the magic-sensing plate had been sliced in two. I turned the cut surface so Fulsy and the others could see it.

"The magic I drew out, to have this much power…" Fulsy muttered, her hand no longer on the Magic Crystal. Maytyl’s eyes sparkled as she stared at the beam of light still remaining between the mirrors.

"You shouldn’t get your eyes too close. Especially you, Maytyl, with your high aptitude."

I cautioned her. Maytyl’s gaze turned to me.

"What do you mean?"

"To put it simply, it’s the effect of aligning both the wavelength and the phase of the waves of magic."

Magic has high directionality. The reasons are the nature of magic itself, the near absence of substances in the air that interact with it, and the fact that magic consists of a more limited number of wavelengths than natural light.

This time, by aligning the excited state of the magic particles in the red Magic Crystal, I made it produce only a single wavelength. Magic of the same energy has the same wavelength. Then, as with the Purple Magic generator we saw before, or this simple theoretical model I just made, that light reflects between the mirrors. As a result, not just the wavelength but also the phase of the waves aligns. The waves match up perfectly.

The power of a wave is determined not only by its short wavelength but also by the magnitude of its amplitude. When many waves align their phases, their amplitude increases. In other words, it becomes a wave that carries extremely high energy without decaying.

Like sunlight focused by a lens, the magic concentrated on a near-single point had enough power to burn through the magic-sensing plate. The power per unit area might even rival the time I burned a hole in the plate when measuring Alfina’s crystal. That was a tiny perforation like a needle point, so the area differs by more than a hundred times.

Still, can even magic be this concentrated?

Force-carrying particles like magic and light have a property, based on their spin value, that allows multiple particles to exist superimposed in the same location. It can't be that a vast number of magic particles are behaving as one. A visible quantum phenomenon.

For now, I’ll set aside the parts that are beyond my comprehension. There is one thing I need to understand. This is a magic laser.

I looked at the red and black Magic Crystals. Lasers are categorized by the form of their light source. By my previous life’s standards, what’s in front of me is similar to a semiconductor laser.

It might seem strange that a semiconductor could create a laser, but it isn’t. Semiconductors control the flow of electrons. And the flow of electrons produces light. To put it crudely, it’s no different from a light bulb. By joining an N-type semiconductor overflowing with electrons and a P-type semiconductor that attracts them, the movement of electrons can produce light of a pure wavelength, just like what happened now.

A normal Magic Crystal is like an N-type semiconductor full of magic particles, while a Negative Magic Crystal is like a P-type semiconductor with holes that attract magic particles. Instead of electrons, magic particles fall and create a pure magic wavelength.

"To think such a simple structure could produce such a dramatic effect," Maytyl said. Indeed, semiconductor lasers are characterized by their high efficiency and compact structure among all lasers. Well, this is a purely magical phenomenon, not sorcery. A magic laser seems like a more fitting name.

"I see, so this is the principle for the new sorcery staves…" Noel’s expression was one of sudden realization.

"That’s right. Recall the performance needed to defeat the adult Magic Insects. First and foremost is magic density, or as Maytyl would call it, magic pressure. The ultra-dense magic compressed by the laser can achieve a far higher pressure at a single point than a battering ram."

"It can break through the armor of adult Magic Insects, which is protected by strong magic pressure," Maytyl nodded.

"Next is range. With its pure wavelength and phase, the already highly directional magic can maintain its magic pressure over long distances without diffusing. And its speed goes without saying."

"So we can snipe the Magic Insects flying high in the sky, is that it?" Fulsy said, stroking her beard.

I predict the speed of a magic wave is the speed of light, or at least close to it. The Magic Insects probably sense air currents, or perhaps magic, with their sensory hairs and evade reflexively.

To evade a missile, you bounce electromagnetic waves, a radar, off it and detect the reflection. This is possible because electromagnetic waves, essentially light, are vastly faster than the missile, even accounting for the round trip. But a laser is different. To perceive it is to be hit by it.

"The last point is numbers. As we just saw, all that’s required is to stimulate the magic particles in the Magic Crystal and flip the switch. At the very least, anyone with an aptitude should be able to use it."

By placing some kind of barrier, in this case a spatial gap, between the Magic Crystal and the Negative Magic Crystal, we can control it with the step of having someone with an aptitude stimulate the magic particles inside the crystal.

"This is on a completely different level from when you expanded the number of spiral flame users by adding that interface. We could field thousands of people from both the Empire and the Kingdom."

"This structure is very simple. It doesn’t even use magic seals. We could make a lot of these."

"Meaning we can fight against the vast swarms of Magic Insects," the sorcery team finished my thoughts. Yes, the magic laser is the ideal weapon against the adult Magic Insects Craig told me about. However, there are at least two problems.

I looked at my own completely unharmed finger.
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			"But wait, magic power itself isn’t a means of attack, is it."

Maytyl pointed this out. That’s right. Magic power doesn’t interact with ordinary matter. A moment ago, though I was trembling, I deliberately exposed my finger to the laser without shielding it, and I felt nothing.

The destructive force of a battering ram comes from the mass of the ram itself and its rotation, purely physical phenomena. A spiral flame deals damage by turning magic power into high pressure, high temperature air.

You cannot use magic power itself as a source of damage. That is the first problem. But, if that’s the case…

I looked at Alfina.

"The enemy, you could say, possesses the aptitude. It has an organ inside its body that interacts with magic power, or at least with a specific type of magic power. The primary candidate is its nervous system."

Substances that interact with specific magic power under specific conditions do exist, like in the Empire’s geothermal zones or with Magic Catalysts. Take a microwave oven, for example. A microwave uses electromagnetic waves, in other words light, of a wavelength that is efficiently absorbed by the electrons in water molecules.

It selectively delivers energy, which becomes heat in this case, to the water molecules using light. It is the same principle as the excitation in the experiment we just did.

It gives energy to the electrons within water molecules using electromagnetic waves, or light. That’s why things without moisture do not heat up in a microwave. It is the same as how magic power just passes through ordinary matter.

I don’t expect the Magic Insects to have large quantities of a substance that interacts with magic power inside their bodies, like food heated in a microwave.

But those Magic Insects are far more adapted to magic power than humans, let alone creatures like dire wolves. In the case of humans, no matter how strong their aptitude, their vital functions are not hindered at all even without magic power.

However, without magic power, the Magic Insects cannot even support their bodies or breathe. They have come to depend heavily on magic power over the long course of their evolution. And they have evolved to the point of producing lightning strikes. My hypothesis is that this is connected to the Magic Insects’ nervous systems skillfully handling magic power.

Furthermore, a laser concentrates an extremely high amount of energy. This means that if there is even a trace amount of an interacting substance, it will produce a significant effect as a result.

"The Magic Insects’ nerves should contain a certain amount of a substance that interacts with magic power. If we target that organ, something like this becomes possible."

I held up the magic-sensitive plate, which was coated in a substance that reacts to magic power. The result of an excessive amount of magic power being poured into the catalyst on the receiving plate.

What’s more, the enemy is an insect. And conveniently enough, it flies. The DV axis, not domestic violence but the dorsal-ventral axis, one of the fundamental directions that determine an animal’s body structure, is on our side.

"The nerves. We’ll target the central nervous system in particular. For humans, that would be the spine. Take a look at this for a moment."

I moved to the front of the stone slate. Insects and vertebrates like us have a major difference in the structure of their dorsal-ventral axis, the structure from the back to the belly.

First, I placed a hand on my left chest.

"To start, our bodies have the heart on the side closest to the belly. Deeper in, the esophagus, our digestive tract, runs through the center of our body. And on the rearmost side, closest to the back, is the spine, our central nervous system."

I wrote on the slate.

"Insects also have a heart, a digestive tract, and a central nervous system. However, for insects, the order is reversed. The heart is closest to the back. Next is the digestive tract. And then the nerves are on the side closest to the belly."

Ventral Side 
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			Episode 26: The Prototype and the Production Process

			I passed through the crowded new wing of the lab and breathed a sigh of relief in the quiet of the old wing.

"Who were those remarkably well dressed old men from before?"

"They are the heads of the first through third wings of the Magic Dormitory," Alfina answered. So they were the original top brass of the kingdom's sorcery world. The ones who had sent their people to the new wing.

"I see why Noel looked so miserable."

I remembered Noel, explaining things to the old men while breaking out in a cold sweat. Leonard had been at her side. He was likely lending Noel the authority of the Chancellor's Office rather than simply assisting her.

"In any case, it's good they've finally decided to act."

"The Magic Dormitory's cooperation is indispensable if we're to make a large number of magic staves."

"We can never have enough people."

Creating the magic metal dies, mass producing the magic catalyst, and performing quality checks all required people with the right aptitude. Mages were also essential for monitoring the magic veins across the land. Apparently, personnel from the eastern and western observatories were primarily handling that.

We did not have the luxury of time to think about a mass production system after the production model was complete. We had to proceed with building the organization in parallel.

"About the division of labor for each stage leading to mass production that you mentioned, Ricardo-kun."

Alfina began to tell me about each organization. It was a chain, so to speak, that ran from research and development all the way to the factory. The old wing was where we would create the principle and build the prototype. The new wing would be the mother factory, adjusting the prototype to make it mass producible and developing the production process. The Magic Dormitory would handle the actual mass production.

Somehow, we had ended up with a monopoly on the highest levels of the kingdom's sorcery, but I decided not to think about it. I wondered who ranked higher, the head of R
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			Episode 27: Joint Conference

			Next to the royal palace stood the elliptical training grounds of the First Knight Order. In the center of the tiered stands surrounding it, impressive seats were arranged, split into left and right sections. On the left sat the king, the prime minister, the captain of the First Knight Order, and other dignitaries of the Kingdom. Euphillia was also there, seated among the high nobility.

On the right, the Empire’s flag was displayed. There sat Dagobard, clad in black armor, along with Biral, who had been reinstated as minister. Princess Lisabet was present as well. They had come for a joint military conference between the Kingdom and the Empire regarding the Magic Insects.

It went without saying that the unveiling of the magic laser, which was about to begin, would have an enormous impact on the cooperative relationship between the two nations.

In the lower stands sat Dalgan and the other members of Central Garden, along with the major bond purchasers they had invited. The head of the Giverny Company and the head of the Construction Guild were there too. They were the civilian members who would build the future Central Garden, the rear base for the battle against the Magic Insects.

Merchants had been invited to a military technology test to show them the power that would support the construction of the new city. Though there were no other options, and even if they were compelled by authority, a person’s efforts change drastically depending on whether they can hold hope for the future.

There was also the fact that since the enemy was just insects, there was no concern about state secrets being leaked.

In short, today was just so unbelievably important. The one performing the demonstration symbolized that. The Kingdom’s next successor, who should have been in the audience, was now before us, preparing down on the ground where we stood.

Then again, he was usually like this, wasn't he?

"I heard it was a new magic weapon, so I wondered how menacing it would be, but this is simpler than the Spiralflame."

Craig spun a magic laser cartridge on his fingertip. We managed to shrink the original model, which a single person couldn’t even handle, down to this size.

The completed cartridge had been improved to a three-layer structure, a red Magic Crystal, a flat black Magic Crystal, and a dark black Magic Crystal. Craig then picked up the main body. Noel explained how to use it, his face tense.

The three-layer structure was the solution to the crimson magic laser’s efficiency problem. In terms of my past life’s knowledge, the two-layer structure of a normal Magic Crystal and a Negative Magic Crystal I first proposed was a single heterojunction.

The three-layer structure that Maytyl improved with my past-life knowledge, my advice, involved adding another, higher-grade Negative Magic Crystal underneath. It applies pressure from the outside with a stronger negative charge to the middle Negative Magic Crystal, the one in contact with the red Magic Crystal.

This forces the holes where magic particles fall into a high-density state at the boundary with the red Magic Crystal. It’s the same principle as a double-heterojunction semiconductor laser.

As a result, magic particles fall into the holes with high density in a narrow area just below the boundary. This allows for the focused generation of a pure magic wavelength.

Once Craig understood how to use it, a suit of sorcerous gold armor was placed at the far end of the training grounds, along the long axis of the stands. Five of the Kingdom’s knights stood in a line.

All five were chosen for their superior aptitude. In their other hands, they held crimson Magic Crystals. This was to simulate the exoskeletal armor of a Magic Insect.

"Now, we will begin the test of the new magic staff."

At Marquis Tembelg’s signal, the five knights placed their hands on the armor. The armor began to glow a deep red. Craig took one step forward. The distance to the suspended armor was more than five times the range of the Spiralflame. This wasn't its limit, but rather the limit of the venue’s size.

Craig set the cartridge into the magic staff and aimed it like a rifle.

A ruby-colored beam shot toward the armor. The thin beam collided with the crimson magic covering the armor’s surface. For a brief moment, it emitted a sharp flash of light. Craig kept the beam steady and moved the magic staff from side to side in a Z pattern.

As it passed through the center, something like a small spark scattered from the hole in the armor’s neck. Gachan.

Craig pulled a projection on the back of the magic staff, and the used cartridge was ejected.

He’s using it for the first time, yet why does he look so proficient? To me, who knows about guns from a past life, it looks incredibly cool. Though laser guns weren’t yet practical in my previous world.

But an air of uncertainty drifted through the venue. The test firing had ended so quickly, and the armor was unscathed. A hushed murmur could be heard, particularly from the area where the merchants were seated.

The armor was taken down and dismantled, and a ladder-shaped wooden frame was removed from inside. It was a model simulating an insect’s nervous system, soaked in a magic-sensing agent. This was the real target. It had been sliced into three equal parts, top to bottom, following the path of the laser.

Even the merchants, who had no aptitude for magic, seemed to understand the implication of piercing thick armor to sever a weak point inside. The murmuring stopped abruptly. The knights, who knew the hardness of sorcerous gold armor, were of course even more impressed.

The meaning of the test was explained to the audience. The weapon could sever a Magic Insect’s central nervous system from a great distance, before it could even get close.

Craig grinned at Dagobard. Dagobard stood and began to applaud. Belatedly, a wave of cheers erupted.

◇◇

Moving from the training grounds to the adjacent royal palace, we participated in the strategy meeting. The agenda was how to best deploy the laser we had just seen.

"This is a Magic Insect egg that was bathed in crimson magic. The body was moving inside the egg, so it was likely just before hatching."

Dagobard held out a rectangular sheet of paper about a meter long. It was the Magic-sensing Paper we sent to the Empire along with our request. I had heard the results in a letter, but this was the first time I had seen the actual thing.

This was what you could call a magic-based X-ray. Magic was directed at a Magic Insect larva just before hatching inside its egg, and the Magic-sensing Paper placed behind it captured the image. As expected, there was a long, white, blank organ in the center of the Magic Insect. Its shape resembled a ladder combined with several lumps. This indicated that the Magic Insect’s nervous system contained a substance that strongly interacts with magic.

The two particularly large masses in the head were likely the brain. There were two similar white patches toward the tail.

"Thank you. This gives us confirmation. By the way, what is this here?"

I looked at an oval shape pictured next to it. Only the bottom part was glowing.

"That is an egg without a larva. It just happened to be next to the other one."

An unfertilized egg, it seemed. Dagobard, his expression still sullen, took out the next sheet of paper.

"…These are the current observation results from the Blood Mountains."

The reconnaissance team in the dragon territory, led by Fabius and the others, had begun observations using the Antenna sent from the lab. It seemed Dagobard had received them on his way to the Kingdom. The measurements indicated that there were multiple large masses of crimson magic in the Blood Mountains, with points of Purple Magic scattered throughout their centers.

"Judging by how they’re spread out, the crimson magic is likely coming from the Magic Insects. I wonder if they’re in the Pupa stage," Maytyl said, looking at the distribution map. She was probably right.

A supplementary note mentioned there was almost no change in the position of the crimson magic. We didn't know the terrain inside the Blood Mountains, so we couldn’t make any hasty judgments, but the number was staggering.

"The eggs found in the eastern part of the Empire were also arranged around a source of Purple Magic. We should assume that multiple large swarms are currently hibernating," Craig said. Dagobard nodded gravely.

"I see. So the Purple Magic located in the centers are the vents in the Blood Mountains. There are at least several dozen of them… Has any more Purple Magic appeared in the Empire since then?" Fulsy asked.

"Two more weak sources have been found. The Magic Insects likely didn’t come due to the season. The one closer to the Imperial Capital is under strict surveillance, and we are preparing to utilize it as a crimson Mana Charging Furnace. As for the one closer to the Blood Mountains, we are considering sealing it as much as possible with the Magic Catalyst you will be providing."

To lure the Magic Insects into the dragon territory, the various Magic Vents were an obstacle. Those near the Blood Mountains would be weakened with magic inhibitors, while those deeper within would be turned into crimson Mana Charging Furnaces.

That said, it would naturally be more convenient to have the furnaces closer to the battlefield, making the selection process extremely difficult.

"In the Kingdom as well, places with strengthening crimson magic are beginning to appear. It should be soon."

When Fulsy said that, everyone’s gaze turned to Alfina.

"We have confirmed from the images shown by the crystal that the calamity will arrive in early summer. At least, within the Kingdom’s borders," Alfina answered. This more precise timing was derived from integrating information from many people, based on things like the seasonal vegetation in each location.

"We have seen the power of this magic weapon, the laser," Dagobard said, glancing sideways at me.

"The Empire will devote all its resources to supplying Magic Crystals. By the way, how many of those can be prepared?" Biral asked.

"Y, yes. Um, well… In another two months, we can have a thousand, no, two thousand," Noel answered, trembling. Craig and Dagobard nodded at each other. The magic laser’s official adoption was decided.

Next was the deployment of forces. With Craig and Dagobard, the commanders of both armies, at the center, a triangular military formation was decided upon, with the planned site for Central Garden as its anchor.

Three Purple Magic generators would be prepared. Two simple ones would be given to each army. The largest one, controlled by Alfina, would be placed at the planned Central Garden site. The three generators would be used to attract the Magic Insect swarms as comprehensively as possible, while also preventing them from concentrating completely in one spot. Naturally, the handling of Alfina’s generator, being the most powerful and controllable one located in the center rear, was of utmost importance.

I dug my nails into my palm under the table. This was the best course of action overall, including for Alfina’s own safety.

"As king, I approve this cooperative framework between our nations for the great calamity to come."

"As the plenipotentiary representative of the Empire, I approve as well."

The king and Dagobard signed the treaty of alliance. The broad strokes of the battle for the future of the Kingdom, the Empire, and human society had been decided. If we could just avoid losing in the first year, we could use the information gained from the fighting to refine our countermeasures.

There was still a long road ahead, but we had somehow cleared one major hurdle. Yet, there was still a mountain of things to do.

I was planning to head straight back to the lab, but it seems there’s some kind of reception. I’m busy, so I’d really like to decline…
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			Episode 28. Part One. The Greatest Risk Factor

			"What are you doing? Let me go. I'm a merchant, a merchant."

After putting up a futile struggle in a waiting room of the royal palace's party hall, I was made to change into a fine suit of clothes. It looked like a slightly more subdued version of what you would see in a portrait from a music room in my past life.

When I entered the hall, an angel in a white dress came toward me. Despite her long skirt, her movements were more fluid than mine in trousers.

"It looks very good. I think it is just a matter of getting used to it."

Alfina smiled brightly. I was blessed to have a partner with such calm judgment. The princess, by the way, wore her dress as if it were a matter of course. From her academy uniform to her casual wear and now a dress, it was unfair how clothes seemed to spontaneously conform to a beautiful girl.

Escorted by Alfina, I was shown to my seat.

"Still, this is the place?"

My cheek twitched as I was guided to the seat next to Euphillia. Alfina was beside me, and across the carpeted aisle, which felt like a grand stage, was Maytyl. I could almost fool my own senses into thinking it was just the usual setup at the lab.

However, there were only four people, including Euphillia, seated closer to the king than I was. They were, of course, grand dukes, dukes, and the like.

Even Marquis Tembelg, commander of the First Knight Order, was seated in a lower position than me. Ah, that look on your face says you are not convinced. What a coincidence. Neither am I.

Fulsy was not present because he was waiting in the central aisle, attended by Noel. This event was apparently to honor those who had contributed to the countermeasures against the great catastrophe decided upon today.

The members of Central Garden, who I thought had been deliberating with officials from the Chancellor's Office in another room during the strategy meeting, had also been invited. They were at the very back, of course. I would have been fine sitting there too.

"Isn't this a little premature?" I asked Euphillia.

"That is politics," she said, as if it were nothing.

The king began by announcing that the new magic staff was accomplished through joint development with the Empire, and he expressed his gratitude for Maytyl's cooperation. Then, as the person in charge on the kingdom's side, Fulsy's name was called, with Noel named as his assistant. Following that, the names of the seconded members were read out, group by group according to their dormitories of origin.

After them, the members of Central Garden were called. The official reason was for their cooperation at the lab, so it was the original group including Dalgan and the others. Being called by the king himself, they were all understandably stiff with tension. gachi gachi.

There was talk of making reliefs of the members in the Royal Capital's Forum. Their likenesses would be carved into the kingdom's history. The more practical reward was a grant of land for a branch office in the planned new city. It felt suspiciously like a success fee.

"In short, he is showing off how much the 'kingdom' contributed to this matter," Euphillia told me.

"Then what about the Crown Prince?"

"He is telling His Majesty to retire early and yield the throne."

Euphillia's expression turned blank in an instant.

"Such a frightening thought. I understand. I will be careful not to create such misunderstandings."

"So long as you understand."

The slightest remark could be taken as a sign that Prince Craig desired to inherit the throne quickly. The moment I step down from this position, I might just die. Holding a high rank without my own military force or network of relatives is nothing but dangerous.

I will have to think very carefully to make sure the new city can serve as my insurance. And also...

I looked at my partner right beside me. This was something I had to think about if I wanted to stay by Alfina's side.

Well, such matters could wait until after the battle was over.

"Priestess Princess Alfina. Ricardo Vinder. Come forward."

At last, we were called. Together with Alfina. The two of us advanced before the king. I was made to stand right beside Alfina. The king first looked at his niece, his adopted daughter. Then, he personally handed a piece of paper to Alfina. Seeing it, Alfina's eyes widened. And her shoulders began to tremble.

From the side, I could see the large seal of a cathedral stamped in the center of the paper.

"For the great service Alfina has performed as Priestess Princess, not only in averting numerous disasters but also in predicting the next crisis..."

The king paused for a moment. Then he continued in a strong tone.

"By special exception, the honor of Sofia Fellbach is restored. Retroactively, the marriage between Sofia and Klaus Crownheite is recognized."

The names of Alfina's mother and father echoed through the hall. A stir went through the crowd at the name Fellbach coming from the king's lips.

A marriage certificate from the cathedral is, in essence, a family register. It has a decisive influence on matters like property inheritance and the order of succession for titles. The existence of Alfina's parents, which had been erased, was now officially restored.

Considering all that Alfina had done, it was long overdue, but I could be genuinely happy for her. This was what she had sought for so long.

Come to think of it, the palace had provided the original sketches when the reliefs were being restored. Both then and with this marriage certificate now, it meant the king had kept them safe. But why at this timing? It did not seem to have much to do with any appeal to the Empire.

Besides, why was I called up with her?

The king's eyes turned to me. Please do not say you are giving me a title. Unlike an official post, you cannot just quit those things. I have heard Fulsy complain about it.

The words "sowing discord" and "devaluing rank" crossed my mind. Without the help of everyone whose names were mentioned earlier, I am completely powerless.

"Concurrently, Alfina shall be granted the title of Countess Fellbach. And the engagement with Ricardo Vinder..."

"If you would wait just a moment."

Just as I braced myself at the sound of my own name, Maytyl and Dagobard suddenly stood up and voiced their objection. Huh? What is happening? Interrupting an allied king's official statement is quite a serious offense, is it not?

No, wait, what was the king about to say?

"The Empire wishes for a 'healthy' relationship with the kingdom. To that end, we cannot permit the kingdom's monopolization of Ricardo," Maytyl declared strangely. Next to her, Dagobard crossed his arms and puffed out his chest as if in agreement.

"Permit it or not, Ricardo Vinder is a citizen of this kingdom. He also holds a post, albeit temporary, equivalent to a high-ranking vassal of the kingdom," the chancellor immediately retorted. Right, that makes sense. Though this is the first I have heard of being 'equivalent to a high-ranking vassal'. Also, you sound quite prepared, as if you expected this.

"Oh my, for someone who has achieved so much, his treatment thus far has been quite shabby, has it not? In the first place, being the spouse of a countess is rather cheap, is it not? The Empire can prepare a much more suitable position."

"Ricardo Vinder's contributions are great, such as his prediction of the Magic Insect attack on the Empire. We are prepared to reward him handsomely," Dagobard said, looking very reluctant. You do not have to say it if you do not want to.

From there, a heated debate began over me. That the kingdom was trying to use Alfina to win me over, or that at the very least, both sides should grant me territory and a title. The discussion had become completely chaotic.

Do this after we have beaten the insects, I wanted to say with all my heart.

"It will be too late after we have won. That is politics," said Euphillia, who had come to stand beside us at some point. In the end, the discussion was postponed, leaving my disposition up in the air. The greatest pending issue had been kicked down the road, they said. Something is very wrong here.

Alfina and I, who had been on the sidelines for the latter half, decided to return to the lab. Maytyl, the one who started all the trouble, came back with us. She showed no signs of remorse.

***

In a cluttered room in the lab's old building, Maytyl and Noel were sleeping with their shoulders leaning against each other. It was a heartwarming sight. So long as I did not think about what would happen after Noel woke up. A short distance away, Fulsy was nodding off in a chair.

Alfina placed blankets over the three of them.

"Everyone really did work so hard."

It seemed everyone was exhausted, one way or another. And why not? Today's final events had blown everything else away, but they had all been working nonstop in preparation.

"You worked hard too, Alfina."

"I still have a long way to go. And about that, Ricardo-kun."

Alfina looked at me with a serious expression.

"Regarding His Majesty the King's words."

I knew what she wanted to say. The end of the king's sentence, the part Maytyl had cut off, was about arranging a marriage between me and Alfina.

"R, right. We should talk about it, just the two of us," I said to Alfina. But Alfina tilted her head in confusion. It was only then that I noticed the marriage certificate of her parents that she was holding. My face turned bright red.

"This is all thanks to you, Ricardo-kun. I do not know how I can ever thank you."

"Ah, no, I mean, it's the result of all your hard work, Alfina."

I recalled everything Alfina had done up to now. How she spoke up for her first prophecy, prepared for the opposition and isolation from those around her. How she worked so hard on her second prophecy that her health failed. How she even became a decoy to lure the enemy during the war with the Empire.

And concerning the great catastrophe, she corrected a major error in judgment I made. The growth of Alfina, my partner, was almost dazzling.

"You are as humble as ever, Ricardo-kun. So, what was it you wanted to talk about, just the two of us? ...Ah."

Alfina's face showed she had realized something. She clasped her hands tightly in front of her skirt and turned to me with a tense look.

"Please, let me hear what you have to say, Ricardo-kun."

This time, surely, it was not a misunderstanding. To be honest, if you asked me if I was qualified to be her partner, I would say I was far from certain.

"Um, well, being the princess's husband is a bit..."

At my words, Alfina's face clouded over. But I did not want to hand her over to anyone.

"But, I've been thinking that I want the daughter of the Fellbach family to stay by my side forever..." I added in a hurry. Alfina, who had been looking down, raised her head.

"...Which is to say, I want you to be my bride."

I managed to say it all. Alfina's eyes flew wide open. Her face reddened, and her small lips trembled. Everything else in the world faded away, and I could only see the girl in front of me.

"I, if you will have me, I would be deligh..."

kon kon

A crude stimulus, like a knock directly on my eardrums, instantly brought my vision back to normal.

"I apologize for bothering you when you must be tired. It is about the envoy from the Empire..."

A timid female voice came from the other side. She was the woman who had asked Noel for an officer position at the lab and had happily become Noel's apprentice, I think. It seemed Crenne had arrived.

I heard the sound of cloth falling behind me. I sensed Maytyl and the others were waking up.

We reluctantly moved apart. We headed for the entrance, as if fleeing from Maytyl and the others who were rubbing their eyes. We were returning to the same place anyway. There was no need to rush things right now.

"It has been a while, Crenne-dono."

I forced a smile. Arriving on the day mass production of the magic laser was decided was perfect timing. But it would have been nice if she had been just a little bit later.

"...Special Envoy-dono. No, I suppose it is Representative of the Kingdom-dono now. And the person with you is perhaps..."

"I am Alfina Crownheite, serving as the kingdom's priestess."

"..."

When Alfina introduced herself, Crenne frowned.

"In any case, I would first like to report my arrival to Princess Maytyl. Could you grant me an audience?"

Reporting her arrival was a reasonable request. But the stiffness of Crenne's expression bothered me.

She was carrying a large bag. When I offered to take it, she refused. Did something happen in the Empire? I really wanted to go home on time today, just for once.
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			"To do this all the way out here. And why is it just us," I asked Maytyl on the second floor of the lab.

After Crenne greeted her, Maytyl took the bundle of papers and her expression changed. She left the lab with Crenne without a word, apparently heading for the Imperial carriage Crenne had arrived in.

Then, as soon as she returned to the lab, she summoned only me and Alfina to this room. At Maytyl's request, even Fulsy, whose room it was, had left.

This was clearly no ordinary matter. I could only assume some major development related to the calamity had occurred in the Empire. And just when we had finally decided on a strategy. I hoped it was something within our ability to handle. Still, whatever this information from the Empire was, I saw no reason to hide it from Fulsy or Noel at this point.

"…Let's have them look at the data first, shall we. Crenne."

"Y, yes."

Crenne was clearly hesitant to follow the instruction. I thought she was quite loyal to Maytyl.

"I believe I told you our policy."

"…Understood."

Crenne spread several sheets of paper out before us.

The first few were the familiar data on magical fluctuations over time. Next came data on individual magic sources. They were labeled with sample names like "pen" and "desk."

Following that were papers with branching lines and names written beside them. A family tree, perhaps. …Could this be.

"What I am about to explain is derived from old and extremely incomplete information, and is by no means conclusive…"

"Crenne. Ricardo has no need for such roundabout talk."

"…Understood. This is the material Lord Ricardo requested. In other words, it is the result of an investigation into the cause of the disappearance of the Empire's ancient dragon's eye users."

Crenne began her explanation. It was a family tree of the dragon's eye users. There were also records of the magic tools the users had employed, and the magic levels in the tree rings of trees believed to have been felled in the same era.

I realized they had applied the method we used to measure long-term magical pulse cycles for our calamity analysis. That's right, the Empire's dragon's eye users were said to have died out about a hundred years ago.

At that moment, a deep chill ran through me. To tell only me and Alfina this meant…

"This investigation revealed that the disappearance of the dragon's eye users can be broadly divided into two patterns. The first is a gradual loss of aptitude. The second is…"

As if to affirm my worries, Crenne continued, her expression grim.

"And that is the conclusion of our investigation so far."

Crenne finished her explanation. There were times when several lines of dragon's eye users had died out simultaneously. In those cases, the number of successors with the aptitude did not gradually decrease as was normal. They vanished suddenly. The users themselves tended to live as long as ordinary people, or even longer. This was likely a result of the care they received due to their status.

But the users' family trees ended there. In other words, they left almost no children.

"When I asked before, you said it seemed fine…" I groaned.

"At that point, we had almost no past magical pulse data. After utilizing your method to investigate in detail, we learned that the last users were, in several cases, exposed to strong magical pulses. In addition to the crimson magic, there were also faint traces of purple magic."

Crenne's voice was devoid of emotion. I timidly looked at the girl sitting beside me. Her face was ashen, like wax, and her hands were trembling.

Why. I had considered the possibility. Drawing an analogy from radiation, I had thought that strong magic might damage stem cells, starting with the reproductive cells. That was why I had asked Alfina about her hair, and why I had looked into the lifespans of past Oracles.

"Ah!"

An image of the X-ray of the Magic Insect Dagobard had shown me at the palace that afternoon flashed in my mind. Among stem cells, reproductive cells are special. In insects, for example, the future reproductive cells are selected early in embryonic development, chosen from cells containing a specific substance within the egg. In mammals, too, their fate was determined quite early. What if a substance that reacted to magic was involved.

This was an effect of the magic itself, completely separate from the strain on Alfina's brain from processing the prophecies' vast information. That was a possibility. No, such reasoning didn't matter now. What I needed to think about was…

I desperately scanned the data before me. Thankfully, they had even investigated the duration of exposure to the strong magic and the approximate age of the individuals.

If that was the case, there was still hope. Even now…

"…So, what will you do, Ricardo?"

As if reading my mind, Maytyl asked.

"Isn't it obvious. Alfina is not to set foot in the lab again."

Crenne's data was, as she herself said, rough. It was difficult to judge its statistical significance. But the longer the years of exposure to strong magic, and the older the person, the more the likelihood of their lineage ending seemed to increase. Considering the energy of the purple magic, one couldn't be optimistic, but Alfina was still young, and it hadn't been long since she started handling the crystal. There was still a chance.

"I understand how you feel. But you understand the situation, don't you…"

"I'm the one who assesses the situation. By my authority as the Kingdom's representative—"

I planted my hands on the desk and stood up. But my sleeve was tugged from the side.

Alfina looked straight at Maytyl. The girl who had been trembling just moments ago now had the resolute bearing of royalty.

"Alfi—"

"I will continue to fulfill my role as the Oracle Princess, just as I have been."

Alfina made her declaration before I could stop her. She would cast aside the possibility left to her for the sake of her duty.

"No. I can't allow it."

"Ricardo-kun. I am fine."

"No, you're not fine at all!"

I couldn't help but yell at Alfina. But she just shook her head apologetically. An awkward silence fell over the four of us.

"I will entrust this information to you for a while. You two should talk it over. Tell me when you reach a conclusion. We promise to offer all the cooperation we can. …………However, we cannot wait that long."

"But, Your Highness…"

Crenne tried to object to Maytyl's quiet pronouncement.

"Crenne. This was my personal investigation. It's fine. If Ricardo gets stubborn on me, then it's all over."

Maytyl said. I silently gathered the documents and left the room without a backward glance. Alfina bowed to the two of them, then followed after me.

◇◇

Inside the carriage returning to the grand duke's residence, Alfina and I sat in silence. As a little of my composure returned, I began to understand the severity of the situation. Even so, I repeatedly tried to find a reason in my mind to persuade Alfina.

"Ricardo-kun. I was originally supposed to serve in my role as Oracle until I was thirty. Besides, this matter won't cost me my life."

Alfina said slowly. But she was just trembling with a pale face a moment ago.

"If I were to abandon my duty here, I would truly lose everything. Myself, and my precious friends. And you too, Ricardo-kun. If that happened, I would never be able to forgive myself."

She continued, her words showing a powerful resolve.

"Thanks to you, Ricardo-kun, I was able to accept what happened with my father and mother. You connected me with so many friends. When I entered the academy, I never thought I would be able to spend such happy days. So, this is enough."

Alfina finally smiled, her face serene. It wasn't enough at all. Why did Alfina have to be the one to bear the brunt of the calamity. I was supposed to be here to prevent that…

"I am sorry, Ricardo-kun."

"Why are you apologizing, Alfina. I'm the one who made the mistake…"

Alfina shook her head.

"You were trying to protect me from this too, weren't you, Ricardo-kun. I was the one who didn't listen."

Alfina's voice was pained. For a moment, I didn't understand what she was saying.

"That's wrong. My worry at that point was baseless. You made the right choice, Alfina. If you had listened to me and done nothing, everything would have been beyond saving by now."

I stated it as a fact.

If Craig and the others had been wiped out by the adult insect attack in the eastern Empire, we would never have obtained the crucial information about the calamity's true nature. The radar for monitoring the Blood Mountains and the purple magic generator would likely still be incomplete.

I was the one who was wrong. It was fine that I considered the possibility of this problem arising. But why did I leave it to others. It was a delicate issue, true. But I only pointed out a vague possibility to Luiza and Crenne, and then felt relieved when they reported that things seemed fine.

I hadn't properly faced the risk. For example, I should have been able to make something like a protective suit against purple magic. Whether there was a problem or not, that would have made a huge difference.

I made that judgment because my thoughts were warped by my possessiveness toward Alfina and my own inferiority complex. That's why I can't protect the happiness of Alfina, the one person I should have protected most.

"Please, don't get it wrong. I was mistaken, and you corrected my mistake, Alfina."

I repeated myself once more. There was absolutely no way that what Alfina did was a mistake. Alfina, who had been startled by my vehemence, showed a look of relief.

"I am glad. You acknowledge me as your partner, then. As your partner, I will say this. You should understand the current situation, Ricardo-kun."

"That, is…"

I fell silent. Events were beginning to move on an unimaginable scale. Spanning two nations, we had come this far with the cooperation of many people. Even so, we were in a precarious situation where we didn't know if we had enough time, or even if we could win. One wrong step, and human society would be destroyed.

And near the front lines of it all were me, Alfina, and our friends.

If we were to remove Alfina now, it would likely place everything in an extremely dangerous state. Alfina's words from before were an inescapable reality.

"Tomorrow, let us inform Her Highness Maytyl that we will proceed as before. …………However, before that, would you grant me one selfish request?"

Alfina asked as the carriage passed through the gates of the grand duke's residence and slowed down.
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			When we returned to the grand duke's residence, we went straight to Alfina's room. Euphillia and Mia were not back yet. Once inside, I sat across from Alfina at the table between the bed and the window.

"What was this selfish request you mentioned?" I asked her. Psychologically, I had not accepted Alfina's decision. It felt like asking this question would be an admission of defeat, a sign that I was giving up. Still, I had to hear her wish first.

"Yes..."

Alfina hesitated for a moment, then continued as if she had steeled her resolve.

"Just for tonight, I want you to forget what happened a little while ago."

"You mean about the message from the Empire..."

I did not understand. That was exactly what we needed to discuss.

"No, from before that. When you told me how you felt, Ricardo-kun..."

Alfina looked down as she spoke. She meant my proposal. If I was not just flattering myself, she had been about to accept it then.

"Alfina. I..."

"When morning comes, I will return to my role as the shrine maiden. So before then, just for tonight, would you please treat me as a simple girl?"

Alfina looked up at me. Even I could understand what she was asking. But that was not a request at all. We just needed to talk things through properly.

"Alfina. I want to continue our conversation from before Crenne arrived. I want to..."

"Ricardo-kun. You must not say it."

"Why, is it because I'm not reliable enough?"

"That is not it. You are a kind person, Ricardo-kun. I thought you might say that. But you cannot. I am no longer worthy."

Alfina shook her head firmly, her expression pained. Did she think I was saying it out of pity? That was impossible. I had made up my mind a long time ago.

I recalled the declaration I made to Euphillia. I had said it partly on impulse back then, but thinking about it now, I wanted to pat myself on the back. I even had a witness, giving me a perfect alibi.

"I need you to listen. There is no way my feelings would change. I want to marry you, Alfina."

"Ricardo-kun?"

I told a bewildered Alfina about the words I had spoken to Euphillia. It was on the day the prophecy of the Great Calamity was announced, right after I had heard from Maytyl that the line of the Elder Dragon's Eye users had died out. I told her about my declaration, that I would marry Alfina if my fears came true.

Those fears were about this very situation. In other words, the thing Alfina was worried about had never been an issue to begin with.

"...No."

Alfina froze.

"So, if you don't dislike me, Alfina..."

I seized the opportunity, trying to win her over.

"There is no way I could dislike you... No, I cannot. I am not worthy of you as it is, Ricardo-kun."

"What are you talking about? If anything, I'm not good enough for you. As long as you weren't disappointed in me this time, Alfina..."

"Disappointed... I do not understand what you are saying. I have thought this for a long time. You do not realize how amazing you are, Ricardo-kun. You could choose anyone... Princess Maytyl, Mia, someone far more suitable than I am."

Alfina stubbornly shook her head, her face still lowered.

"I have tried so hard to catch up to you, even a little, but it is not enough... Compared to those two... Besides, they both have a proper..."

I was stunned by Alfina's words. Was I the one who had cornered her like this? No, it was my fraudulent genius.

It made sense if I thought about it. My "accomplishments" up until now. Pulling out advanced knowledge as if by magic, uncovering secrets of magical power and monsters nobody knew. And devising ways to deal with unknown calamities with almost no sacrifices. Of course, all of that was only possible with my friends at the lab and Central Garden.

But how did it look from the outside? By any measure, I must have seemed like the greatest strategist in history.

But it was all a cheat. I had never told anyone. And as a result, I had driven Alfina into a corner. The realization sent a chill down my spine, like an icicle had been slid down my back.

If I told her, what would happen to the "amazing me" that existed in Alfina's mind? To be honest, I had always been afraid of that. But I could not stay silent any longer.

I stood up from my chair and went to Alfina's side.

"Alfina. Please listen carefully. The truth is, I'm not amazing at all. I have a secret..."

I told Alfina about my previous world, Earth. A world with science and technology far more advanced than this one. A world where the vast wisdom born from the enormous efforts of countless scholars was widely shared. It was a framework, a conceptual system for explaining the world, that was even applicable here, in a world with magic.

Everything I had done was nothing more than applying that borrowed knowledge.

"Memories from before you were born. Memories of another world... you say?"

Alfina blinked. My only salvation was that she was not looking at me like I was a madman, which had been my greatest fear. She was trying to understand what I had told her.

But now she must realize I had been playing the hero with a cheat. Haha, this was no time for a marriage proposal.

"So the 'amazing' me you thought you knew, it's all a fake."

Even so, I am sure I had a desperate look on my face. At this late stage, I was terrified of Alfina scorning me. Alfina blinked once more, then let out a small chuckle.

"You are the one who is mistaken, Ricardo-kun. Even after hearing your story, I do not see how you are anything but amazing."

"No, you don't understand. My past life had science..."

I tried to explain again, thinking the difference was too vast for her to grasp. But Alfina shook her head.

"That is not it. Ricardo-kun, do you remember the second time we met? In the gazebo in the academy's courtyard. The time you gave me this bookmark."

Alfina took the renge bookmark from her dress. Its corners were rounded. It was a sign that she had kept it with her constantly.

"I was isolated then because of the prophecy. 'She's from a traitor's bloodline after all. Is she cursing the kingdom?' I heard them whisper such things behind my back. The people I had met at the academy began to avoid me. I had been prepared for it, and I thought I was used to being alone. But I had been selfish and asked my aunt to let me attend the academy, and I thought I had made a few close friends... so I was still in shock."

I remember. I hesitated so much back then. Thinking about it now, I wonder why I did something that threw all self-preservation to the wind... I was probably already in love with her.

"My mother was also shunned for being from a traitor's bloodline. But my father married her regardless. Their relationship was something I admired. Do you understand? How you looked to me at that moment, Ricardo-kun."

Alfina smiled.

"The reason I fell in love with you, Ricardo-kun, is because you reached out your hand to me when I was all alone. And not just that, you shouldered the burden of the prophecy with me."

She told me her feelings from that time. But I could not simply nod in agreement.

"Even if that's true, that was ultimately only because I had the knowledge..."

"There is one more thing. After my father passed away, my mother lamented her own powerlessness. She regretted that she could not be of any help to him. You scolded me for being powerless, did you not?"

Alfina spoke of the time in the library when I criticized the naive thinking of a sheltered princess, as if it were a treasured memory.

"But at the same time, you taught me, Ricardo-kun. You taught me to face reality and gather information, to think and decide on a course of action. And to have the courage to act, even if I might be wrong. You showed me a way that even I could do it."

Alfina took several sheets of paper from a shelf next to the table. On them, she had put into practice the method I had taught her for organizing one's thoughts with pen and paper during the red bean paste project.

It was a method for a foolish person like me, someone far from a genius. Of course, this too was borrowed. But of all the knowledge I had shown off, it was the one that was most deeply ingrained in me.

"So it does not matter if you are a fake, Ricardo-kun. At least, not to me."

Alfina smiled, looking a little proud. Her smile captivated me. I still thought her assessment of me was overblown. Even so, her words saved me.

"Therefore, you do not need to choose me out of a sense of obligation. You have already given me more wonderful things than I could ever ask for, Ricardo-kun. But, just one more thing..."

Alfina jumped to her own conclusion and tried to return to her original request. I was happy to hear her feelings, but there was one fundamental misunderstanding.

"Alfina. I'm the one who wants you to choose me. Because I'm in love with you, Alfina. Um, right. It's decided that in these situations, the one who falls in love harder loses."

I spoke frantically, stumbling over my words. But Alfina's expression became defiant for the first time.

"That is not true. I love you far more."

"No, no, I'm definitely the one who's more in love. There's no doubt."

"I will not yield on this. In the first place, you are kind to everyone, Ricardo-kun. To Princess Maytyl and Mia, just like you are to me... But I have only ever looked at you. Because you are the person I love most in the world."

Alfina insisted stubbornly. Why was I being treated like some harem protagonist? That aside, why didn't she understand? What could I say to make her see? At this crucial moment, my past life's knowledge was utterly useless.

No, wait. What did Alfina just say? The most in the world...

"Alfina. Did you just say you love me more than anyone in the world?"

"Yes, I did," Alfina said clearly, though her cheeks were flushed. It was embarrassing for me to say it too, but it couldn't be helped.

"And you believed me about my memories of a past life."

"W, well, yes... but what of it..."

Alfina looked confused. But I pressed on.

"Then I win. You only know this world, Alfina. I know two worlds. And in both of those worlds combined, there has never been a girl as charming as you. That means I, who love you enough for two whole worlds, am the winner."

My declaration made Alfina's mouth open and close.

"Th, that is not fair..."

"I told you, didn't I? I am a cheat. Now, this cheat of a man wants to marry you. So there's only one thing for you to decide. Whether or not you will accept my wish."

I cast aside all shame and embarrassment and stated my ridiculous logic. Alfina gazed at me. Her large eyes welled up with tears. Then, a slender white hand rested on my chest.

"You are... unfair. After you say something like that. There is no way... I could ever give up now."

Alfina buried her face in my chest. I stroked her hair. After a while, she lifted her head. Then, with eyes that were a little red, she looked straight at me. I leaned my face toward hers. The act I had failed at that day, when I lost control, was finally accomplished.

Our lips parted. I helped Alfina to her feet, and we walked to the bed together.

None of the problems that had been brought to light today were solved. But I decided that, until morning, I would forget them.
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			In the morning, Alfina and I found ourselves in bed, not a stitch of clothing between us, and we both turned bright red. But we had no time to enjoy such an embarrassing moment. The time for forgetting the information Crenne gave us was over. I renewed my promise to Alfina that we would face the calamity together, then returned to my room.

I had to formulate a concrete plan. Alfina wanted to come with me, but she needed time to get ready. I felt I had pushed her a little too hard.

...but when she whispered in my ear, "Prove to me your words are the best in two worlds," I didn't stand a chance.

◇◇

After returning to my room and wasting a massive amount of paper, I somehow managed to put together a basic policy. Feeling hungry, I left my room, only to encounter a girl with braided black hair heading in the same direction I had just come from.

"Good morning, M—"

"Coming home this late, Senpai?"

Her emotionless words cut off my greeting.

"No, I was at home... but, yes."

It wasn't a late night out, I had been in this very mansion all along, but her intensity made me flinch.

"I suppose so. Well, I have been summoned by Alfina-sama, so I will be going."

"R, right."

I stood ramrod straight and watched Mia’s back as she walked away, then headed for the dining hall.

◇◇

"Yawn."

A yawn escaped me the moment I entered the dining hall. The sleepiness that had receded a moment ago had returned.

"You look sleepy."

A voice suddenly called out from the far end of the long table. Euphillia was in the dining hall. Why? I had never once seen her here in the morning.

"My apologies, I was lost in thought. G, good morning."

I greeted the lady of the house, my superior, and... my fiancée’s guardian.

"Do not worry about it. I am well aware of how hard you are working, Ricardo, to prevent the calamity. ...You were up late working last night as well, were you not?"

A blade disguised as praise was thrust at me.

"..."

A cold sweat beaded on my temples. I forced a swallow down my parched throat.

"However. If you work hard, Ricardo, then Alphy will try to push herself just as hard. I would like you to be a bit more considerate."

And with that, she twisted the knife.

"...I, I’m sorry."

I bowed so low my head nearly hit the table.

"Let me confirm. You are truly certain about this."

Ephillia’s words reached my bowed head.

"That matter was settled months ago. Your Grace, please do not go back on your word either."

I emphasized that there was no need for confirmation. The "responsibility" that had been unfulfilled at that point had now been thoroughly carried out.

"...Very well. Leave any problems that arise on their side regarding this matter to me. It may require negotiations with the Empire in the worst case."

"Thank you very much."

We can't get married without the guardian’s permission. A commoner marrying a princess is bound to cause all sorts of issues. I was grateful that Euphillia would take care of it.

"My apologies. Your Grace, you’re still—"

*Snap.*

Her fan opened with a sharp sound. Oops, my tongue slipped. Proof that my sense of self-preservation hadn't recovered.

"So, what do you intend to do now?"

Ephillia asked me. A variety of emotions flickered across her face. This was unusual for her. Well, I suppose it makes sense. Unlike me, she was born shouldering a corner of the nation.

"I’m going to do the most ordinary thing possible. With everything I have."

I declared. I would face the risks I had been avoiding, devise countermeasures, and execute them. The result of my planning was something utterly plain.

I don't know if an ideal outcome lies at the end of this path. I will simply walk into whatever future we obtain, together with Alfina.

Of course, I cannot do this alone. I headed to the lab with Alfina, who brought along Luiza and Claudia, both of whom looked like they wanted to say something. Mia joined us at the entrance.

◇◇

Just like the other day, we went up to the room on the second floor. Maytyl wore her usual expression, and next to her sat a nervous Crenne. Fulsy and Noel were naturally present as well.

"First of all, Maytyl, Crenne. I want to apologize for yesterday."

I bowed my head to the two of them. My calm judgment had completely evaporated yesterday. The Empire was also busy dealing with the calamity. I could not thank Crenne, a person of influence, enough for conducting such a laborious investigation.

"Thank you very much, Your Highness Maytyl. Lady Crenne."

Alfina followed my lead.

"It’s fine. You meddled in my affairs before. Let’s just call this payback," Maytyl said to Alfina.

"What on earth is this about?" "...Yeah."

Fulsy and Noel looked puzzled by the atmosphere. Alfina and I had already decided to share the information with our comrades. I explained the potential risk to Alfina. Fulsy and Noel’s faces paled. Of course, I would tell Rilka and the others next, though finding the right words would be difficult.

Apparently, Mia heard it directly from Alfina after we passed each other this morning.

Right now, Luiza is comparing the kingdom’s investigation results she previously gathered with the documents from the Empire. Claudia is standing guard outside the door like a statue, as if to let no one pass.

"So, what’s the plan now?"

"Fundamentally, we proceed as before. Including Alfina, we will all face the great calamity with our full strength."

I said. Alfina nodded beside me. Maytyl let out a deep breath, and Crenne’s expression was one of obvious relief. I felt bad for placing such a mental burden on them.

"..." "..."

Fulsy and Noel bit their lips.

"You said ‘fundamentally,’ didn't you?"

Maytyl cast an inquisitive gaze my way. I swallowed hard.

"In reality, I want to aim for a decisive victory within the first year."

As a policy, it was exceedingly ordinary. Since Alfina would be participating in the disaster response, the only thing I could do was make the duration as short as possible.

"How will you do that, specifically? The magic laser we've been preparing is quite something. I don’t mean to be optimistic, but I believe we have a sufficient chance of winning. And even preparing for that is a race against time. To be more blunt, there's no guarantee we’ll make it."

Maytyl said. Fulsy and Noel nodded in agreement.

"Yeah, I think the laser is on the right track too. That’s what I meant by proceeding as before, fundamentally."

We will shoot down the swarms of flying adult insects with mass produced lasers. We will gather information while fighting and plan our countermeasures for next year. I still don't believe that's the wrong approach.

"The problem is if there’s an oversight in our strategy. A fatal one, of course, but even a major oversight could prolong the battle for years. The most thorough preparation is the shortest path to victory."

That is what disaster preparedness should be, by its very nature.

"I understand what you are saying. But this is the first arrival of a magic period in eight hundred years and the resulting great calamity. There must be a limit to how much you can prepare for oversights."

Fulsy tilted her head. She had a point. Preparing for everything seems ideal, but it’s inefficient. Just as the evolution of life was predicated on the sacrifice of countless individuals and species, it is also true that it’s better to deal with unknown risks after they arise.

But I had one lead. If there was a major oversight, it was highly likely to be related to something I had been avoiding looking at directly.

"The Crystal of Prophecy, or I should say, the Elder Dragon’s Eye. If there is an oversight, it’s likely related to this. That’s why I want to investigate the Elder Dragon’s Eye thoroughly. I know we’re stretched thin just mass producing the lasers. But please, lend me your strength for my... no, for our sakes."

Alfina and I bowed our heads to everyone.

"I thought for sure you were going to announce you were building a sorcery weapon even better than the laser. This is a bit of a letdown. If that’s all you want, I’ll cooperate as promised. ...Though I’m still hung up on the epic tale of your love life you made me listen to."

Maytyl, who had just said it was a race against time, spoke with her usual confident expression.

"Hmm, I have seen many fascinating things thanks to you lot, but it is still not enough for me. If you seek to explore the Elder Dragon’s Eye, there is no way I would refuse."

Fulsy grinned. It sounded as if she truly meant it.

"...Um, with Crenne-san’s help, we talked about it earlier, and, um, it looks like we’ll have a little more leeway with the mass production of the sorcery staves. So, I’m free, I think. Yeah."

Noel puffed out her chest with effort. Crenne nodded along with her. However, both of their expressions were a little strained, giving a hint as to the results of their earlier discussion.

"Senpai and Alfina each have seven percent, and Her Grace the Grand Duchess has forty nine percent. That is well over half the voting rights. As a partner of Vinder, I have no choice but to cooperate."

Mia said while counting on her fingers. Even I could do that calculation in an instant.
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			"How is it, Alfina-sama?"

"Thank you, Vinaldira. It is a perfect fit."

"Then, with these two pieces in the front and back…"

"It feels a little cool."

I could hear Alfina and Vinaldira’s conversation from behind the folding screen. It seemed Vinaldira was helping Alfina into something like a corset that extended downward. It was dyed with a Magic Catalyst that reflected the purple magic or lowered its wavelength. I say "seemed" because they would not let me see it.

Since it was made of fiber, and covering her entire body would interfere with her control of the purple magic, some leakage was apparently unavoidable. Even so, we needed to protect Alfina from the strong magical wavelengths as much as possible.

"Well, I will be considerate to the extent that I can," Maytyl said, giving me a sidelong glance. I bowed my head and said, "I’m counting on you."

"Will this do, Vinder?"

Noel handed me a memo and a black, dice-sized crystal. It was a Negative Magic Crystal, shaped into a small form. A set of numbers was written on the memo, a distance measured with the precision of a tenth of a millimeter using a Micropipette’s screw mechanism.

"The crimson one is stronger, so this is within our expectations. As for the rest…"

Maytyl said, looking at the memo. Her gaze shifted toward the folding screen.

"Yes, we can’t begin until we see the real thing."

I picked up the Negative Magic Crystal that had been cut into the shape of a die. Just then, Alfina emerged from behind the screen. She would have to face the crystal at least once. Firsthand information is crucial.

◇◇

We came to a place we had hoped never to enter again, the crystal chamber deep within the cathedral.

"I will begin, Ricardo-kun. I will say this just in case. You must not do anything rash," Alfina said, seeing me glare at the crystal.

"...I will not break it without a proper reason."

I pulled back the Negative Magic Crystal in my hand. I was not thinking about how I might be able to neutralize the crystal by sucking all the magic particles out of it. I had brought this small Magic Crystal for a reason. In the first place, we did not even know if the crystal contained magic particles. This experiment was to confirm that.

The other reason was to determine to what extent the protective corset could block the purple magic Alfina was exposed to when she used the crystal.

Honestly, I did not want to do this, but you cannot reduce risk to zero. That is simply ignoring the risk, which is the same as shouldering an infinite amount of it.

Therefore, we had to grasp the risk while the situation was still controllable. I did not want to think about it, but I could not deny the possibility that we might need the crystal’s prophetic power in the future.

Alfina focused her consciousness on the crystal. An ominous purple light rose up. Now that I knew the truth, I could not help but see it as *that* light, even though I understood the principle was completely different.

I approached the crystal with the Negative Magic Crystal in hand. When I was just a step away, I slowly brought the black cube closer to it.

"What?!"

I immediately sensed an anomaly. A faint light was extending toward my hand. The Negative Magic Crystal began to glow purple. At the same time, the crystal’s light dimmed slightly.

"Ricardo-kun."

Alfina weakened the crystal’s power. I hurriedly pulled the Negative Magic Crystal away. The crystal, which had briefly darkened, immediately regained its light.

"It seems to be all right," Alfina said with a relieved look. The crystal’s functions were apparently unharmed.

We moved to the antechamber next door. Alfina turned her back to me and removed the magic-sensitive plates from her corset.

There was a considerable difference in the Reactivity between the plate affixed to the outside of the corset and the one on the inside. The protection from the Magic Catalyst was effective, but not perfect.

This was data for estimating things like usage time and when to replace the protective cloth. After all, Magic Crystals with stronger effects tend to deteriorate faster.

Next was the basic nature of the prophetic crystal. We confirmed that the crystal, like a Magic Crystal, contained magic particles. This meant that it was essentially the same as a red or crimson Magic Crystal.

But there were differences. We learned that the crystal’s magic particles were extremely powerful. Although Alfina was applying pressure, my hand had been nearly ten centimeters away from the crystal. The distance over which magic particles could flow between it and a Negative Magic Crystal was about two millimeters for a crimson Magic Crystal, and less than one millimeter for a red one.

Still, where was the magic coming from? The crystal had been in use for a long time, though there were many periods where it was merely a formality. Generating purple magic meant the crystal’s magic particles were being excited by magic of a purple or higher level. But that had not been observed. It was conceivable that the magic was being sent along with the information...

I was also concerned about what happened after the magic particles flowed into the Negative Magic Crystal. In the case of a Magic Crystal, not only does the magic disappear, but it becomes impossible to even recharge it. But a moment ago, the crystal’s light had dimmed and then recovered. It was possible it contained such an enormous amount of magic particles that the loss was a negligible error...

Just a brief investigation had revealed all this.

◇◇

"We are re-examining all the data we’ve ignored until now," I said, piling up the ancient legends I had brought from the archives. We had considerably more information on the calamitous magic beasts than when I last looked. Based on that, we would reassess the reliability of our materials, including the parts we had dismissed as fairy tales.

"This legend. I first thought the description of an eight-winged dragon was an exaggeration…"

I pointed to a picture of a dragon flying over a burning city. The last time I saw it, it had looked like nothing more than a city set ablaze by a dragon’s breath. Now I understood the flames were fires caused by lightning strikes. The number of wings was the same. For an insect, it is perfectly normal to have four wings separate from its limbs.

Perhaps fact and symbols of fear had become mixed as the story was passed down.

"Hmm, considering the state of the pair that appeared in the Empire, it is possible this depicts two of them mating. If so, then we cannot ignore this description either."

"Yes. If this description of its color also reflects something... What about the magic wolves?"

"Mmm, as I said before, in the case of the magic wolves, it is certainly…"

Fulsy gave me a lecture on the ecology of magic wolves.

"It connects," I said with a nod.

"We need to verify it. For one, we should request a sample from His Highness the Crown Prince…"

"We must reconfirm the measurement results from the Blood Mountains."

"I see. In that case, we need to consider the investigation we will ask Baron Fabius to conduct."

◇◇

The items I had asked Craig for arrived the next day. He had apparently gathered things that had been displayed as spoils of war. An analysis with the Iris immediately produced results. There was a difference between the two types of Magic Crystals.

"If we apply this to the Magic Insects, the possibilities increase," Fulsy mused.

"But the difference is slight. It is only noticeable now that we have analyzed it like this," Maytyl said.

Maytyl and Fulsy were lost in thought before the results.

"The length of evolutionary time and the environment are different over there," I noted. We did not know when they came here, but on Earth, insects are older than mammals.

"Which means we must also take into account that it was an age with far stronger magic than now," Maytyl added.

"Yes. There is a major oversight in our assumptions about the calamitous Magic Insects. It is safer to think so."

I stated my conclusion. We would leave the rest to on-site observation.

◇◇

Before the castle gate, the army heading north was assembled in full force. I first went to the quartermaster corps at the rear of the knight order. Familiar members stood there in their travel attire.

"I am sorry. I should have been the first one to go."

"Don’t worry about it. We are just going to deliver goods to a valued client," Dalgan said. He told me that Kenwell was away loading grain onto a carriage, and that Plural would be going with the next unit.

"Even Rilka."

"...I am the same. I cannot let Alfina-sama be the only one in danger. However, I will be angry if you push Mia too hard. Also, Vinder, no matter how worried you are, you must not overdo it. And Sherry, and Vinaldira, and…"

"Y, yes. I will be careful."

Even though she was the one heading to a dangerous place first, Rilka’s mouth was filled only with the names of her friends.

"Your Highness the Crown Prince."

I moved to the front of the column. The knights parted at once to make way. I called out to Craig, who was alone on his Horse-Dragon.

"‘Your Highness the Crown Prince’ is so formal, little brother," he said.

"Please, at least call me your sister-in-law’s fiancé. I should mention that even if I marry Alfina, you will still be the Crown Prince, Your Highness."

"How cold. ...So, it is about that matter."

Craig dismounted his Horse-Dragon and lowered his voice.

"Yes, these are the possibilities I have considered."

I handed Craig a piece of paper. On it were the things I wanted him to tell Fabius, points to be careful about regarding the magical reactions in the Blood Mountains.

The problem was the countermeasures. At most, not even a month remained until the early summer foretold by the prophecy.
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			"Can't we handle it as an extension of the sorcery staff?"

Maytyl said. In her hand, she held the energy core for the magic laser. Beside her, Noel was preparing a new tube. It was a custom model made in anticipation of a new hypothesis.

"Of course, that's our main plan. But that thing was on a whole different level. I'm not comfortable with just one set of countermeasures. I want to do everything we possibly can."

I spoke while facing the papers I had scribbled all over. As usual, the only thing I could do was to fish for useful ideas from my past life's knowledge. But there was no way I could easily find an idea better than the laser.

I looked at the paper I was just writing on. On it were the words not "Charged Particle cannon," but "Magic Particle cannon." That's a particle accelerator, right? There's no way I can build that. My modern knowledge is shaky enough as it is, and here I am escaping into science fiction. I need to cool my head.

"I'm going to check on the Magic Catalyst."

"Then could you call Fulsy for me? I'm having trouble interpreting the latest report from across the river."

◇◇

"Come on, it's just a little cut. A bit of spit will fix it right up. Besides, the bleeding's already stopped..."

"Absolutely not. We must treat this immediately."

"That's right. The Great Sage is a national treasure."

In the hallway of the new wing, Fulsy was being half dragged along by two mages. Seeing him hold up his index finger, it looked like he had cut it. Both mages, by the way, were women of a respectable age.

"It's tough being important," I muttered to myself as I entered my destination.

"So, please, try not to let your hand pass over the petri dish..."

"Could you check the catalyst activity of this extract, please."

Sherry and Vinaldira were giving instructions to the mages. They were now working together quite well with the seconded team, who had been awkward at first. Though it seemed Leonard had quite a hard time.

"What's wrong, Vinder? Lady Alfina isn't here," Vinaldira said, noticing me.

"Please don't say it like I'm always chasing after Alfina. I came to see the catalyst."

I flipped through the documents summarizing the test results using the array. Several Magic Catalysts had been discovered from the samples of the glacial lake on Dragon's Peak Mountain. However, the evaluations for difficulty of generation and mass production were uniformly harsh. Perhaps the bacteria's growth rate was slow because it came from a cold environment. Or maybe it was the oxygen...

"Speaking of which, how are the experiments related to magic particles going?"

I remembered the last time I was here. It seemed the particle cannon idea hadn't left my mind.

"Unfortunately, we haven't had the time to get to it."

"Sorry, of course you wouldn't. My bad for adding to your workload."

Mass production of the laser required a large amount of Magic Catalyst. On top of that, they needed a different catalyst to create the special model that had suddenly come up. I heard Natalie had even closed her shop to help.

"Well, the Director... the Great Sage does pop in from time to time. Just a little while ago, he broke one of the arrays..."

"...They're expensive because they're made by grinding ordinary glass. Well, he himself said he'd found something good, though."

So that was the injury on his finger. Come to think of it, something similar happened before.

"Something good... which catalyst was he looking at... Ah, this one."

I picked up the broken glass slide that was on the table. It had radial cracks. On the Magic-sensing Paper beneath it, a strange pattern had certainly appeared. It was distorted because the array had broken, but it looked like the magic was forming a pattern of concentric circles.

"The Great Sage said it might be a substitute for dragon crystal."

"I see. This pattern indicates that a separation of magic wavelengths is occurring. Dragon crystal is valuable, after all."

That's Fulsy for you. I was wrong to suspect even for a moment that he might be indulging in a hobby. Still, it wasn't something we needed right away. I pushed the broken glass aside.

"What are you holding, Vinaldira?"

"Preparations for testing the catalyst to dye Lady Alfina's 'cloth'," Vinaldira said. In her hand was a piece of cloth dyed with dots of many colors. I see, a cloth array, not a glass one.

"So that you can work with peace of mind, Vinder," Sherry teased me.

It doesn't sound sarcastic when you say it with a face that exhausted. I could only bow my head.

An image of Alfina controlling the Purple Magic generator flashed through my mind. I wanted to reduce that ominous light, the same as the crystal's, even if just a little. As I thought that far, something clicked.

"Wait a second, that light's..."

I looked at the broken glass again. The cracks seemed to originate from the dot of the Magic Catalyst. If this was caused by the Magic Catalyst... Did the magic particles do something...

"Magic particles, and the refractive index of magic... The image of that light... I see, could it be..."

Countless pieces of information formed a network in my brain, connecting with entirely new meaning.

"It's worth... checking. Sherry, Vinaldira. Sorry, but could you bring me a sample of this. And could you also lend me the longest glass rod you have."

"Wait right here."

Sherry stood up immediately and headed for a shelf.

"...Should I culture the Mucus for this too?" Vinaldira asked.

"There's a chance it'll be a swing and a miss, but..."

"We don't have time, do we? It's fine, Natalie will be back soon."

Vinaldira laughed off my hesitation. I thanked them both and headed for the old wing with the items they had prepared.

◇◇

"Let me borrow the optical bench, Noel," I said as I ran up the stairs.

Incidentally, Fulsy, his fingertip now twice as thick with bandages, was there reviewing a report with Maytyl.

"What are you going to do?" Noel asked as she pulled out the optical bench.

"I want to do two experiments. The first is on the speed of magic."

"Ricardo, you're awfully fixated on the speed of magic. Is it really that important that the speed of magic and light are the same?"

"It's not that important for practical purposes, but..."

If magic moved at the speed of light, then the particle that mediated magic, corresponding to photons or gravitons, would have zero mass. It was important for various reasons. But practically speaking, even if the speed of magic were a tenth of the speed of light, it wouldn't be a problem for the laser. Whether it's 300,000 kilometers per second or 30,000, no one can dodge it.

However, for what I was about to do, it could be important.

I placed a glass rod horizontally on the optical bench and put a sheet of black paper in front of it.

I had Maytyl pass a laser through it. The light produced indirectly from magic was cut off by the black paper, but the magic laser passed straight through the glass rod. Inside the glass, the magic created new light. I observed the color of the light before and after the paper, in the air and inside the glass rod.

"Doesn't look like anything strange is happening."

"Yeah, that's fine."

Maytyl tilted her head. The speed of magic is slower than the speed of light... at least less than sixty percent. Alright, the possibility has increased. On to the next experiment.

I looked at the catalyst solution Sherry and her team had prepared. It was a yellow, fluorescent liquid dissolved in oil.

"Hm, this is what I was just..."

"Yes, in your view, Director, it has the effect of separating magic like a dragon crystal. Is that right?"

"That is what I believe. But are you modifying Iris now?" Fulsy said, watching me set up the device on the optical bench to the Iris specifications.

He was right. This wasn't something I should be doing at this time. But if my prediction was correct, this catalyst could be used to cause an entirely different phenomenon.

◇◇

"It's morning."

I spoke as I watched the sunrise. The day of our departure from the Royal Capital had come. The sun was half hidden, as if promising clear skies.

That was because a long cannon barrel was sticking out of the lab window. It was Noel's masterpiece, made by melting down a large quantity of the knight order's magical metal armor.

In a corner of the room, an exhausted Noel was slumped over her desk.

"This is ready too," Maytyl said, bringing over a cylindrical bottle filled with a fluorescent liquid. Even through the glass, I could see the dark circles under her eyes.

"Senpai. Here are the calculation results. I should mention, this involves some very bold simplifications and rough approximations. I hate to say it, but it's more like a hunch than anything."

"If Mia can't do it, no one can."

I couldn't help but pat her head. She had come back from the Chancellor's Office and stayed up all night with me. Now, all that was left...

"Ricardo-kun. I've brought it."

The door opened and Alfina came in. In her hands rested a carefully wrapped round object. The final piece was in place.

We made it just in time.
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			Leaving the small but sturdy encampment on the hill that jutted out over the great river, I descended toward the water.

I could see ships arriving from the Kingdom to the south, unloading one box after another, all of the same size. On the boxes piling up on the barges, I could also spot the familiar mark of a Central Garden company. The destination for this massive quantity of standardized supplies was a cluster of large, newly constructed warehouses. A line of carriages stretched from the barges to the warehouses, transporting goods along a well-maintained road.

Most of it was grain, like wheat, but there was also meat, eggs, and even a small amount of honey.

The foot of the hill, uninhabited just a short time ago, had become a massive logistics base supporting a combined fifty thousand people from both nations. Even with fifty thousand people, only about thirty percent were combatants. Half of those were users of the new model sorcery staves, and the remainder were non-combat personnel.

The base itself was the product of a rush job, and a huge number of people were being employed for transport and other tasks. I heard that until just before I arrived, even Prince Craig himself had been swinging a pickaxe. In other words, they had conscripted everyone down to the knights to get it done by sheer force.

"Good work, Jean-senpai, Dalgan-senpai."

I greeted the two men, my seniors here.

"Seeing it again, I’m amazed. I can’t believe you’ve gotten this much done."

I said, looking anew at the future site of Central Garden City. The surrounding wall was little more than a low mound of packed earth, but the warehouses lined up before me and the road that would lead north to the Empire were fully functional. The road in particular was magnificent, even if it was just a repurposed relic from a fallen old nation. Of course, the maintenance could not possibly extend all the way to the Empire’s entrance at Maldras, but it served as a supply route to the Imperial army’s encampment to the north.

These two things would become the main infrastructure for the city that would one day handle trade between our two nations. Incidentally, the Kingdom’s domestic distribution routes were also being informally consolidated to lead here.

"We really, truly just barely made it. I can’t tell you how many nightmares I had of wheat rotting in open piles. But wow, this is a really good learning experience."

Jean said, looking at a box marked with the Kenwell Company seal.

"Yeah, it is. With this much volume and variety of goods, it’s impossible to manage if the transport standards aren’t all aligned."

Dalgan nodded, his arms still crossed. The skin where his sleeves were rolled up was thoroughly tanned.

"Normally, a project of this scale happens once in a few generations, if at all. It’s the kind of knowledge that’s useless even if you learn it. But this is the city you’re building."

"Besides, when you think that this will be our town in the future, all the hard work feels worth it."

The two said things that were a little problematic. But since they held land bestowed upon them directly by the king, I suppose they were not wrong.

On my way here, I saw plots of land marked with the Kenwell and Dalgan Company names, located on a prime piece of real estate between the warehouses and the road. The reason it was not on the very best lot was because a futures market and convention center were scheduled to be built there.

"Where are Plural-senpai and Natalie?"

"The kitchen. Meat, alcohol, and sweets. It’s quite a feast, even if it’s only once a week. Well, food is important for morale."

"The only thing we have a surplus of is money. We’re short on everything else."

"It just proves that turning paper into gold was worth the effort."

Dalgan laughed heartily. Then, his expression immediately tightened. His gaze turned toward the Blood Mountains, far to the northwest.

"Let’s hurry up and make this a place for business, not for war. For Alfina-sama’s sake, too."

"That’s right. A beautiful princess has braved danger to come to a battlefield. We men can’t exactly hide just because we’re merchants. After all, to us, she is our esteemed junior."

With that, the two headed back toward the warehouses. That last surprise remark nearly made me cry.

After parting with them, I walked past the warehouses and up the hill. At a repair workshop set up next to them, Dolph, who had been dispatched from Bertold, was in front of a carriage with its wheel removed, barking orders at his apprentices.

He was now in a position overseeing all the new-model carriages, yet the sight of him swinging a wooden mallet was unchanged from when I first met him. "If I don’t look after the carriages, who will," he had said. Bowgan had come to the Royal Capital to advise on the handling of the dies for the magic laser barrels, and was now making large bearings. He was supplying bearings for the Empire’s Horse-Dragon carts as well. While the other parts used materials from magic beasts, we had an overwhelming advantage when it came to bearings.

Incidentally, the Empire was allocating many of its Horse-Dragons not to combat, but to logistics using these carts. Thanks to this, the transport of Magic Crystals and other military supplies was extremely efficient. It was useless to say it now, but improving logistics would have a major impact on this city’s future.

Just then, one of those Horse-Dragon carts passed by. It was headed just below the rear base headquarters, to a workshop where Magic Crystals were piled up like pebbles. Red and black Magic Crystals brought from the Empire were stacked high. While the barrels made with dies were durable, the cartridges inside were disposable. Vinaldira and Sherry were in charge of filling them.

I climbed the hill. The Kingdom’s flag, raised when I first came here, was fluttering in the wind. In the center of the headquarters was a stone building with a dome. It was the installation site for the Purple Magic generator. I had taken to calling it the observatory. It was the heart of this entire operation. I was basically assigned to be stationed here as well.

Before heading to the observatory, I walked to the edge of the hill. A magnificent panorama spread out before me. To the northeast was the ominous majesty of the Blood Mountains. Below, the plains of the wyverns’ domain stretched out. Two armies were positioned on the plains, one to the north and one to the east. To the north was Dagobard’s Imperial army. To the east was Craig’s Kingdom army. There were also guerilla units left within the borders of both nations.

I shivered involuntarily. The two armies were literally positioned with this hill as their focal point. I approached a figure in magnificent armor who was also on the hill, looking down at the scene below.

"Thank you for your large purchase of city construction bonds, Lord Tembelg."

I deliberately greeted him as a merchant.

"Don’t you dare let me take a loss."

"Please look forward to what comes after we win this battle."

When I said that, Marquis Tembelg snorted. I heard that the marriage between his eldest son and the second princess was to be announced soon. Indirectly, that would make us "distant" relatives. Distant relatives indeed. Considering the political balance, it was only natural for us to keep our distance.

"Commander."

"Yes, well done. Vice-Commander Fabius."

Marquis Tembelg gave an magnanimous nod to the old man who had come up the hill. He was the single greatest contributor to the creation of the formation below us. Even now, he was dashing between both armies and this rear base, making use of his knowledge of the land.

Incidentally, a baron serving as a Knight Order Vice-Commander was apparently a rank with only one precedent, dating back to the founding of the nation. The man himself laughed, saying he had cheated death.

"The movement of magic in the Blood Mountains has grown larger than ever before."

Fabius reported, speaking loud enough for me to hear. It was a report from the simple observation post closest to the Blood Mountains. I looked at the massive mountain range in the far distance. It seemed they were about to make their move.

Before returning to my post, I looked down one last time at the planned battlefield. The grass of the plains shimmered a verdant green under the early summer sun. The enemy had dutifully kept to the schedule. Thanks to that, we had time to prepare a welcome, but whether they would be satisfied with it remained to be seen.

I headed for the observatory. The surroundings were heavily guarded, and there were antennas pointing in all four directions. Nearby, a sundial I had requested to be made cast a short shadow under the midday sun.

I entered the observatory. In the center of the room was a large, raised platform, and on it sat the Purple Magic generator. Next to it was Alfina. A little farther away, Fulsy was looking at the radar. Mia was beside her, performing calculations.

In the far back was a long cylinder covered by a white cloth. Noel was there, engrossed in her work. For a shy person like me, it was a somewhat comforting sight. However, this was not a situation where I could afford to be sentimental.

"A portion of the magic in the Blood Mountains is boiling."

Fulsy said.

"So they’re finally on the move."

Right before my eyes, a part of the crimson magic began to stir.

The sound of a bell rang out. Outside the window, knights were pointing at the Blood Mountains. I could hear the voices of the laborers around the warehouses as they all began to evacuate at once.

Black specks like poppy seeds were erupting from the Blood Mountains into the sky. They formed an ominous red cloud that was now approaching us.

The sight of a swarm of magic beasts pouring out of the Blood Mountains, a symbol of terror, was a nightmare. I moved away from the window and went to stand before my beloved in the center of the room.

The girl with silver-blue hair looked straight at me. I met her gaze and nodded.

"Alfina, please."

"Yes, Ricardo-kun."

With fluid steps, Alfina stood before the generator. Let us begin the battle to protect ourselves, our comrades, and while we are at it, human society.

Purple Magic was generated. A pillar of purple light burst through the dome’s ceiling and spread out. As if on cue, I could see purple pillars rising from both the northern and eastern encampments.

I headed for the entrance.

"Alright, stay calm. The magic beasts are moving just as we predicted."

Outside, Marquis Tembelg was rallying his subordinates. Far beyond him, the blood-colored cloud was changing shape as it grew larger. Faced with this terrifying sight, I checked the markings on the sundial and recorded the numbers.
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			The Magic Insects that had been mere dots were now the size of small flies. By the most conservative estimate, there were a thousand of them. Fewer than I thought, but each one was a match for a dragon. What’s more, unlike our forces, they were all combatants.

The swarm flew along the path we had predicted. We would have been in trouble if they hadn't come, yet I wished they wouldn’t. Reason and emotion warred within me. I realized I had balled my hands into fists.

I could see both armies in the north and east positions forming up their ranks. The swarm, this hill, and the two camps would form a diamond. A fresh wave of tension ran through the area. They would reach X point soon.

"It's starting, isn't it."

Maytyl came to my side, gripping her magic laser as she spoke. She and her subordinates, unlike the other knights, wore a second one at their waists.

"Yeah. It's starting."

"Get a grip, Ricardo. You're practically the supreme commander here."

"No, I really don't think I am."

I gestured to my unarmed self. For some reason, that simple act calmed me down. You see, unlike the Imperial Princess before me, who could spare a thought for another's mental state even in this situation, I am just an ordinary man.

"It's starting," I repeated. Countless crimson points of light lit up within the two camps on the grassy plains. And then.

From the left and right of my vision, arrows of light shot out in unison toward the swarm of Magic Insects. The terrifying swarm of giant creatures was caught in a crossfire. It writhed as if it were a single dragon.

Ruby colored light streaked across the sky. I watched, holding my breath. The next moment, black masses began to fall one after another from the swarm. The group of over a thousand giant insects visibly dwindled. Eventually, the first set of cartridges ran out, and the lasers ceased.

The Magic Insects, disoriented by the light and their numbers now halved, began to advance toward us. But the second volley started almost immediately. As lines of light raced across the sky, Magic Insects fell a moment later. The same scene repeated itself.

And then, the third volley. The Magic Insects, now reduced to about a hundred, were hounded by the streaks of light. Several lasers concentrated on a single insect. There were individuals flying unsteadily and without strength, and others that spun in circles with smoke rising from their heads, perhaps having been unlucky enough to take a hit to the eye.

Lasers rained down on these remaining soldiers without mercy. Less than an hour after the battle began, the sky was empty. Cries of victory rose from both military camps.

The non-combatants who had been hiding in the buildings had at some point moved closer to the fence, witnessing our side's overwhelming victory. As the swarm of Magic Insects was annihilated, cheers erupted and they clapped each other on the shoulders in celebration. The insects had not even managed to get close to the hill, let alone touch the vanguards of our armies.

"It went exactly as we predicted, didn't it. Frighteningly perfect," Maytyl said, lowering the cylinder she had been gripping.

"Yeah, but we can't let our guard down."

"I know. We've only defeated the first wave. Besides..."

We looked toward the workshop. Among the people celebrating the victory, Vinaldira and her team worked in silence. Dalgan and Plural were helping carry Magic Crystals into the building.

"The estimated number of Magic Insects this time is one thousand one hundred. According to the Director's observations, the magical reaction from the Blood Mountains has hardly changed."

Mia came out of the observatory and showed me her calculations.

◇◇

Buoooooon.

An unpleasant, vibrating sound drew closer to the hilltop.

"Third wave incoming."

"Hold them back, but conserve your shots."

Lasers were fired at the Magic Insects approaching the sky above the hill. A three-horned insect, a light appeared in the center of its abdomen. Losing its balance, the Magic Insect tumbled unsteadily. Another individual emitted a bright light from the center of its body, then plummeted in a straight, spiraling fall. It had likely taken a direct hit to the thoracic ganglion that controlled its wings.

"We've repelled them."

"Don't let your guard down. Everyone, remain vigilant."

"Check your remaining cartridge levels."

The orders from Tembelg and Maytyl rang out. When I went around to the storehouse, I found Dalgan and Plural slumped against a cart, sitting on the ground. The intermittent attacks from the Magic Insects were now in their third day. Fortunately, there had been very few casualties. What was being tested was our ability to keep this place supplied.

I checked the sundial and returned to the main headquarters.

Maytyl and Tembelg were in front of the observatory, discussing the next rotation. Both of their faces showed signs of extreme fatigue. The attacks came two to three times a day, with two thousand to five thousand insects each time.

The number of attacking Magic Insects was increasing, and our supply lines were threatened. The workers delivering supplies at night, when the insects were less active, were only accumulating more fatigue. Most serious of all was our remaining stock of Magic Crystals.

Communication with the Mana Charging Furnaces in various regions was lagging, as was the resupply of red Magic Crystals from the Empire. We were simply using too much.

The workshop here, which produced the cartridges, was operating day and night. But yesterday, a cartridge finally misfired. It meant a defective product had slipped through both the production and testing phases. It was the clearest proof that the workers had reached their limit.

And bearing a burden equal to, if not greater than, theirs was...

"Are you alright, Alfina? Drink this and rest a bit."

I handed Alfina a cup of milk with honey dissolved in it. It wasn't just about magic power. Alfina's control over the Purple Magic was the cornerstone of our battle lines. A slight mistake in her timing could lead to massive casualties.

Of course, Fulsy, Mia, and Noel were desperately supporting her, but they couldn't replace Alfina, the one actually controlling it all.

The regeneration of the protective corsets that had ceased to function after being bathed in magic was also not progressing. We only had a few spares left.

"I'm fine. I've gotten used to it."

Alfina nodded forcefully at me. I had no choice but to believe her.

◇◇

Late at night, Dagobard and Craig came from their respective camps to this rear base. We were holding a meeting to discuss future operational policy. Maytyl and Tembelg were, of course, also present.

"We're starting to see damage in the homeland as well."

The report from the Royal Capital cast a pall over the headquarters. Cases of Magic Insects that we failed to shoot down crossing the great river were starting to occur. Naturally, the homeland's mobile units were dealing with them based on a map of predicted attack locations. But they were beginning to fail to keep up.

"We've slaughtered nearly twenty thousand of them. Just how many are there?" Tembelg said with irritation. Incidentally, our two armies had suffered almost no losses. Despite an overwhelming kill ratio, the human side was being steadily cornered. Faced with immense military gains and a deteriorating strategic situation, anyone would be ready to snap, not just Tembelg.

"It wouldn't be surprising if the front line collapses soon. Perhaps even tomorrow," Dagobard said in a grave tone.

"With these intermittent attacks, we can't even properly recover the Magic Crystals from the insects we've defeated. Now what should we do."

Craig, too, gave a bitter smile, resting his chin on his fist. And then, the gazes of all three turned to me. No, you can't just assume I'll always have a plan. Well, this time I happen to have one, but still.

In the somber atmosphere of the supreme command conference, I watched a young girl who was silently running a pen over paper.

"It's finished, Senpai."

I accepted the fruits of our recent days of battle from Mia. It was a graph showing two waves, their combined values with respective weightings, and a threshold value.

The first wave was a tally of the Magic Insect attack times based on the sundial's clock. Living creatures have an internal clock that prompts them to act at set times. It's the same reason humans wake up in the morning even in total darkness. For insects, this also applies to their emergence from the pupa stage.

The problem was that the Magic Insects' internal clocks seemed to react not only to the sun but also to magic power. Looking at just one day, it would seem like they were attacking randomly. That's why this graph covers a three day span, not just one.

"Mia, please explain," I said, handing the graph back to its creator. The gazes of the three military commanders focused on Mia. The small girl, seemingly unfazed by the stares from the allied forces' top brass, began her explanation.

"Based on the actual attack times from the sundial and the long-term magical observations of the Blood Mountains by Lord Fabius and his team, I have derived the behavioral patterns of the Magic Insect swarms. What is shown here is the predicted attack schedule for the next three days. The margin of error is large, but it should be useful as a reference. The insects are unlikely to change their strategy."

As Mia finished, everyone stared intently at the graph.

"If this is true..." "..." "Hmm. How to use this..."

Great hesitation was visible on the faces of the three men as they scrutinized the graph. They probably wanted to believe it unconditionally. Even Tembelg, who was relatively critical of us, did not utter a word of doubt.

But it was far too dangerous. After all, we were dealing with living creatures. Mia said it as if it were a matter of course, but she meant it was correct in a mathematical sense. The decision of to what extent this should be reflected in their tactics rested with the commanders who held the lives of their soldiers in their hands.

"The forecast predicts only one attack for the day after tomorrow, in the evening. Let's confirm the reliability of this with tomorrow's attack patterns before deciding to adopt it. However, I propose we start planning now under the assumption that this is correct," Maytyl suggested a rational course of action. Life returned to everyone's faces.

"Let's change the ratio of troops on high alert and troops on rest."

"Good idea. We'll decide on a rotation between our armies for guard duty..."

"Then, we'll adjust the dispatch time for the quartermaster corps accordingly..."

Craig and Dagobard began to confer with Tembelg, their heads close together.

Moving away from the three men who were confirming their legion level coordination, the rest of us gathered at a different table.

"We'll need to adjust the supply system, including cartridges, to fit this schedule. That means the work will primarily be done at night," Maytyl said.

In exchange, we would have to let them sleep during the day. But how many people could sleep soundly during a Magic Insect attack?

"What about the enemy 'swarm's' reserve forces?" I asked Fulsy.

"They've decreased quite a bit. Less than half remain, I'd say. There are probably larvae too, so not all of them will be adults."

"Just a little more..."

I felt a slight sense of relief. But Fulsy's expression remained grim.

"However, look at this."

Her gnarled finger pointed to several marks on the map of the Blood Mountains. Comparing them to the other day, I could see this was an unprecedentedly large movement.
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			Another three days passed. Now that the general time of the Magic Insects’ attack had been calculated, the battle lines were somehow being maintained. Our fighting methods had also grown more refined. The average amount of magic used per Magic Insect had dropped considerably. Of course, that also meant we were taking risks, luring them in until we could take careful aim.

Fulsy, who had been glued to the radar since before dawn, looked at me.

"The response from the Blood Mountains just moved wholesale. It’s the biggest crimson movement we’ve seen yet. And it looks like the others are about to leave the mountains, too."

"Is today the climax?"

I glared at the radar. Countless points of magic were heading our way.

◇◇

The sound of a gong echoed across the hill. In the morning sun that illuminated the Blood Mountains, I could see five enormous pillars of gnats rising up.

"The estimated number is over twelve thousand," Mia reported.

A new record, by double the score. The swarm formed a perfect circle above the mountain range. It was not just their numbers. Their coordination was clearly different from before.

The battle began. Despite their fatigue from the preceding days, our human allies fought valiantly against the massive horde. There had been two raids yesterday, but the numbers had been small. On top of that, they were likely sustained by the feeling that victory would be theirs if they could just break through this.

But the enemy was more formidable than ever. Their sheer numbers were one thing, but their actions as a swarm were solid. Until now, when a laser shot down one of their own, the surrounding insects would show signs of disorder. Today, they simply continued their advance.

While one was shot down, the rest pushed forward. Finally, lightning struck at the Empire’s encampment to the north. A Magic Insect that had drawn near had unleashed a lightning attack. Fortunately, it was diverted by the lightning rod installed in the camp.

The human side adapted quickly as well. They had gained experience from the battles so far regarding the proper distance and timing to target the Magic Insects. The sight of multiple lasers concentrating on a single insect, so common on the first day, was now a rarity.

Alfina also skillfully controlled the generation of Purple Magic, preventing the horde from focusing its aim on just one of the three locations.

Even so, the number of Magic Insects flying toward us was far greater than before. The defense force led by Maytyl and Tembelg was desperately intercepting them.

The battle lines reached a stalemate. This was not a bad situation. No matter how numerous they were, it was still the insects that were being unilaterally shot down. The moment we halted their brute force of numbers with our weapons and skill, the "combat" turned in our favor.

The problem was whether our magic would hold out. And there was one other thing.

"The magic in the sky is descending," Fulsy yelled.

The enemy army had a trump card to break this equilibrium. Their aerial legion condensed. At its center, the glow of purple magic was clearly visible.

Among the countless Magic Insects cloaked in crimson, there were five cloaked in purple magic. Even from a distance, they were larger than the regular ones. They were superior variants. If the Magic Insects we had fought until now were soldiers, these were beings you could call kings.

The five kings formed a squadron of their own. The crimson soldiers followed the kings, who flew with trails of Purple Light. They attracted the insects within a certain range, as if they were magnets.

Of course, Craig and the others were not just standing by idly. Lasers from the left and right converged on the five at the head.

But…

The ruby-colored beams were repelled by the dense purple magic. The crimson soldiers followed behind the purple kings, who had passed through the barrage. Having crossed the line of fire, the kings and their personal guard advanced straight ahead, forming a V-shape like an arrowhead.

The two armies that had been broken through immediately switched targets. Lasers shaved away at the rear of the triangular formation heading our way. But the disrupted forces had yet to regain their posture. In fact, they had their hands full just dealing with the Magic Insects in their own vicinity.

Perhaps because the kings had broken away, the remaining crimson soldiers lacked their earlier coordination, but they still far outnumbered the forces surrounding the two armies. They were in a situation where they had no choice but to desperately respond to the Magic Insects in the sky, which lit up their segments one after another in preparation to attack.

A number of them beyond anything we had faced before was now closing in on us.

"As planned, we’ll handle the purple ones," Maytyl commanded. She drew the other magic laser attached to her hip. Her personal retainers followed suit.

A laser of the same color was fired toward the purple king variant. It struck the king, sending sparks flying. The purple magic cloaking the king weakened.

Its momentum halted, the insect king wheeled and ascended as if it could take no more, shaking off the laser. High above, the five scattered, widening their angle to approach again. What was more, the purple magic that had momentarily weakened was recovering with incredible speed.

The purple lasers were effective. But it was clear they were not a decisive blow.

"We’ll split into two squads. I’ll command the right, Crenne the left. Just focus your fire on any that get close," I heard Maytyl instruct.

"We will continue to strike the crimson grunts," Tembelg ordered, bathing the approaching crimson soldiers in laser fire. The crimson soldiers that had drawn near were shot down. Looking closely, a squad from both the northern and eastern armies was providing us with covering fire.

But the numbers and density were overwhelming. The most Magic Insects our headquarters had ever dealt with at once was a few dozen at most. And those had been scattered individuals that had slipped through the vanguard.

"We can’t hold them for long. If we fall, the entire army is in danger. Hurry," Maytyl shouted.

If we were defeated, the vast majority of the Magic Insects, including the kings, would swarm the north and east. Or perhaps they would scatter widely across the Kingdom and the Empire. Either way, it would mean humanity’s defeat.

I ran toward the observatory. Claudia, who was guarding the entrance, drew her laser sorcery staff. She was heading to the front as well. The situation now required every last knight on the front lines.

With them as my shield, I had something I needed to do.

"We’re playing our trump card too. Get it ready, Noel."

"Got it."

I yelled as I burst into the observatory. Noel removed the cloth that covered an object in the back of the headquarters. A long tube with a diamond-shaped bulge at its base appeared. Noel and I pushed the wheeled object forward. The platform Alfina had vacated would serve as the gun turret.

I pulled down the rain cover over the center of the observatory dome. Noel used a brush to connect the two circuits drawn on the surface of the barrel with a painted line. The pattern on the barrel began to glow. The secret weapon had begun its activation sequence.

I had anticipated the existence of superior variants that used purple magic.

There had been several clues. The legends depicted different colored individuals within the dragon swarms. The monster we knew so well, the dire wolf, also had a superior variant that acted as the pack’s boss.

I had asked Craig for the cores of a superior and a subordinate dire wolf taken down during a Monster Flood. After refilling their depleted magic and analyzing their wavelengths with Iris, I discovered that the superior variant could emit a faint amount of crimson magic.

The Magic Insects were creatures that used crimson magic crystals for their cores even at the common level. If a superior variant existed, it was possible it used purple magic. And then there was the existence of the prophetic crystal. Why was it called an Ancient Dragon’s Eye in the Empire?

It was reasonable to assume that, like the crimson magic crystals, it was the core of an ancient magical creature. As Fulsy had said before, it was not something humans could create.

Putting all this information together led to a worst case hypothesis. That a superior variant of the Magic Insect existed, with an Ancient Dragon’s Eye for a core.

Based on that hypothesis, I examined the results of Fabius’s measurements of the Blood Mountains and requested additional observations. As expected, some of the purple magic points showed behavior different from the others. In other words, some of the points thought to be purple Magic Vents were predicted to be the superior Magic Insect variants my hypothesis suggested.

"We can’t hold them. Are you ready yet?" Tembelg’s furious voice came from outside. He and his subordinates had been pushed back to the area around the observatory, the center of our headquarters. Outside the window, I could see Maytyl and Claudia firing their lasers side by side. And in the sky above, an incomparable number of Magic Insects swarmed.

"This is bad. One of the purple ones went toward the workshop," Maytyl’s voice rang out, sounding like a scream.

I could see the four kings assembling above our headquarters. They took a square formation, and light began to fill them from their tails. It was like a countdown to destruction. The target of their lightning would undoubtedly be the building we were in.

"The barrel adjustment is done," Noel shouted.

I looked at Alfina. She was holding the prophetic crystal she had brought from the cathedral. When I nodded, Alfina went to the tube.

There was a spherical indentation at the back of the secret weapon. Alfina placed the prophetic crystal there. Noel set a bottle emitting a yellow fluorescence in front of the crystal, and I covered the tip of the bottle with a black magic crystal that had been processed into an arc.

"Calculations complete, Senpai," Mia said from beside Fulsy, who was still glued to the radar. I adjusted the angle according to Mia’s instructions.

Alfina approached the crystal. I shielded her with a cover of sorcerous metal coated in a magic-reflecting material. In principle, the magic should be concentrated forward, but I could not be careless when using the crystal’s power.

With that, we were ready. The sky crackled with the baribari of thunder. Purple lightning coiled around the four kings.

"Marquis, the warning!" I yelled to Tembelg outside.

The headquarters’ gong was struck, and the beams of light that had been racing through the sky vanished all at once. As instructed beforehand, all the knights on the hill and anyone with even the slightest aptitude should be lying flat on the ground.

Fulsy, who had been watching the radar until the last possible second, also moved to the far end of the room.

Alfina touched the crystal. Dokun. The crystal flickered once, producing a purple light. But the light suddenly vanished. In its place, a single wave of light formed inside the yellow liquid and moved forward.

The next moment, there was the sound of shattering glass. Almost simultaneously, the barrel glowed, and a sphere of light shot out from its tip toward the sky.

"Alfina."

I caught Alfina as she collapsed from the recoil.

Lying on my back and looking up, my eyes followed the sphere of light as it advanced, expanding in concentric circles. Purple in the center, then crimson, then red. A sinister rainbow of magic. The spindle-shaped center collided with the four kings in the sky. And then, the rainbow simply shattered.

The four insects floated in the sky as if nothing had happened. But their bodies were rigid, like specimens pinned to a board.

…

The next moment, they broke. Horns, heads, legs, wings, abdomens. Their body parts broke apart and fell, as if they had become the toys of an innocent child.

"Thank goodness, it worked," Alfina said, her face relieved in my arms.

"Are you alright, Alfina?"

"Yes, because you protected me, Ricardo-kun."

Alfina placed her hand over mine, which I had wrapped around her below her navel.

Fulsy and the others stood up, shaking their heads. We reluctantly let go of each other.

I went outside the observatory to check on the battle.

The remaining Magic Insects, buffeted by the outer wave of crimson magic, were in disarray. Lasers from the ground rained down upon them.

The Magic Insects were shot down one-sidedly. Tembelg and his men, now on their feet, had also resumed their attack from the hilltop. The assault from three sides brought the Magic Insects down.

Looking at the plains, the swarm of Magic Insects that had clustered around Craig and Dagobard’s camps had also lost its coordination. The once massive swarm was dwindling to a shadow of its former self.

It had been a harsh battle, but it seemed we had succeeded in our pest extermination.
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			"That really made my ears ring."

Maytyl came up the slope, shaking her head and pressing one ear. In her hand was a purple laser magic staff, letting off smoke. It seemed the magic catalyst used in its circuitry could not hold up. Just how in the world did she use it.

"I explained it beforehand, didn't I. Did you not take cover?"

"I had no choice. The workshop was in danger."

Maytyl pointed down with the tube in her hand. Following her gaze, I saw the massive carcass of a Magic Insect near the workshop. She said they had taken down the last remaining king. They apparently killed the Magic Insect after it descended to the ground to attack the workshop by targeting its eyes from both sides. Deep behind an insect's eyes is a large nerve cluster called the optic lobe, which protrudes from the cerebrum.

It seemed that not only Vinaldira and the others, but also Dalgan's group from the warehouse had barricaded themselves inside the workshop. I looked where Maytyl was pointing and saw a familiar group of faces cleaning up in front of the building.

"You reckless fool. But, I'm truly grateful. Thank you, Maytyl."

I instinctively grasped Maytyl's free hand. She had protected everyone I brought to this battlefield. I could not thank her enough.

"W, well, if that place got hit, this whole victory would have been for nothing. I also think their skills are invaluable."

Maytyl said this while swinging the magic staff, which had been reduced to a mere stick. The crimson magic still lingered in the Blood Mountains. If the cartridge supply were interrupted for even a few days, a small swarm could be enough to turn the tables on us.

"That aside, it was even more incredible than I imagined."

When I let go of her hand, Maytyl looked at the tube jutting out from the observatory.

"A magic shockwave? As usual, it was knowledge I had never even heard of."

"Well, you know. The principle behind it is simple, just as I explained."

The final weapon, as always, was an application of knowledge from my past life.

A shockwave is generated when the speed of an object producing sound exceeds the speed of sound itself. A classic example is a plane breaking the sound barrier. The waves of air, unable to escape the plane, accumulate and create a powerful destructive force.

A similar phenomenon with the wave we call light is Cherenkov radiation, the pale blue glow seen in nuclear reactors and other places. Light is faster than anything, so normally a light shockwave cannot be formed. However, the speed of light changes depending on the medium it passes through. In water or glass, its speed drops to about sixty percent of its speed in a vacuum, and in diamond, it falls to less than half.

In fact, it is possible for the speed of charged particles that produce light, such as electrons, to exceed the speed of light in water. The light shockwave produced at that moment is Cherenkov radiation. Incidentally, the Kamiokande in my past life in Japan detected celestial neutrinos by detecting the Cherenkov radiation produced when an electron, knocked out of a water molecule by a neutrino collision, traveled faster than light through the water.

And what determines the speed of light in a medium is its refractive index. The higher the refractive index, the slower the speed of light.

Similarly, if magic particles that emit magic travel faster than the magic itself, a magic shockwave should be created. In this case, magic particles were sucked from the crystal toward the negative magic crystal at high speed. All while traveling through the "yellow magic catalyst" placed between them.

The yellow magic catalyst boasts a magic refractive index even higher than dragon crystal. This means the speed of the magic produced by the magic particles from the crystal slows down.

As a result, the speed of the magic particles surpasses the speed of the magic. A magic shockwave is formed. In fact, the surface of the negative magic crystal was made with tiny bumps, causing the magic particles to release magic within the catalyst. We then fired that magic shockwave through the tube.

That was the secret weapon, the Magic Shockwave Cannon. Just like the magic laser, it used magic itself for the attack.

The magic shockwave slammed into the magic-clad insects. Even if their exoskeletons, reinforced by magic, could withstand it, their joints and insides were rattled by the instantaneous impact. If anything, the very sturdiness of their exoskeletons worked against them, preventing them from dispersing the force. It was like they were beaten with a duster made of magic.

It was something we absolutely could not have made without Noel's magic metal design skills, Maytyl's magic knowledge, and Mea's mathematical ability, which she used to create the cannon's basic design from the magic refractive index.

Of course, it was also thanks to Vinaldira and the others, who prepared the necessary high purity magic catalysts.

When Maytyl and I arrived at the observatory, everyone from inside came out to the entrance. The members of Central Garden came up from below as well. Claudia was also returning. It seemed no one was injured.

All right, now for the last problem...

"Ricardo-kun."

Alfina emerged from the observatory. She had drawn the great swarm of Magic Insects to herself while exposed to the purple magic, and then delivered the final blow. She was truly a goddess of victory. But her expression held a slight hint of guilt.

And in her hands, she cradled a cracked crystal.

"If we couldn't beat the king, it would have all been over anyway. I guess we had no choice."

I said. An ancient dragon eye versus an ancient dragon eye. It was a magnificent mutual takedown.

Using the crystal was not for personal reasons. It was for the overwhelming amount of magic particles and the sheer pressure needed to push them over the long distance to the negative magic crystal. The red and crimson magic crystals were only a few millimeters long at best. While they could break thin glass through the applied magic catalyst, they were nowhere near enough to form a shockwave to attack a distant enemy.

"Ye say 'no choice,' but what's with that look of relief?"

"I, I was just following Ricardo's orders. The crystal had to be held firmly in place, so it couldn't be helped that it couldn't absorb the shock."

Fulsy and Noel spoke up. I had given permission for its use, including ways that might destroy it. It was not an arbitrary decision. Though I cannot say personal feelings were not involved at all.

"It feels like the Empire, the Kingdom, and even the Calamity, all of it was used by Ricardo."

Maytyl said sarcastically. Even though she was so eager to help when I told her about the shockwave.

"Well, it belonged to the Kingdom, so I guess it's fine. But what are you going to do from now on? The Calamity isn't over."

Maytyl asked the obvious question. Whether the decision to sacrifice the prophetic crystal was correct will now be put to the test. With this magic age, not unlike an ice age, set to continue for decades, there is a risk of new magical disasters unlike any we have seen before. The Magic Insects we exterminated this time will likely reappear by next year at the latest. There is also the possibility that magical creatures even stronger than the insects could be revived.

And the crystal that could foretell such events was lost.

"I intend to think of a way to deal with things without prophecies."

I said.

"Even without the crystal, I will face the Calamity. Together with Ricardo-kun."

Alfina came to my side and said so. Freeing her from the crystal does not free her from dealing with the Calamity. I am a terrible fiancé, but that is exactly why having Alfina's help is worth a hundred people. Still...

"Can you two do it alone?"

Mea said in a calm voice. Alfina and I both flinched.

"N, no, well, that is..."

What we must do about the Calamity from now on is the same as before. We will gather information, form hypotheses, test them, and devise countermeasures. I plan to make this place, Central Garden City, our base. But to do that, no matter how I think about it...

"I do not think we can manage without everyone's continued cooperation."

Silence fell over the area. The allies before me had stuck with me, constantly putting their lives in danger until this very moment. Especially the members of Central Garden, who were civilians. I know it is an unbelievably selfish request. But we absolutely cannot do it alone.

"Ahem. Researchin' the magic age is my duty as a great sage. And it serves as an excuse to get away from the Royal Capital."

"I knew I'd continue to be worked to the bone. I'm not exactly comfortable in the Royal Capital either..."

Fulsy and Noel spoke up. For some reason, it sounded like the latter half of their statements carried more weight.

"Whatever you call it, this is about making this place bigger, right. Leave it to me."

"It can't be helped. It would be a problem if I could no longer get my hands on that precious Cacaulus."

"I need to see what happens with the wheat futures market from the closest possible vantage point. If I don't, Kenwell Company might go under on my watch."

Dalgan, Plural, and Jean followed. Is money all they can talk about. Honestly, their business spirit is a little too strong...

"I won't let Mea and Alfina-sama bear the burden of being pushed around by Vinder alone."

"I knew it would come to this. I was never optimistic enough to think I would be free. No."

"My business is practically all about magic catalysts now anyway."

"If I can introduce red bean paste to the people coming to this new city, then in the Kingdom, in the Empire... My dreams will expand."

Rilka, Shelly, Vinaldira, and Natalie also agreed. Girls need to value themselves more.

"Well, I can't leave this just to the people of the Kingdom. The Calamity, and Ricardo too."

"You promised you wouldn't leave me behind when you cross the great river. Right, Senpai?"

Maytyl and Mea said, for some reason looking toward Alfina as they spoke.

It seems everyone is willing to help. Even though the risks of what lies ahead are immeasurable.

Honestly, do they all have a weak sense of self-preservation?

"Whatever the next Calamity is, it's no match for us."

I said, looking at the Blood Mountains towering in the far distance. If someone told me to conquer them, I feel like I could actually do it.

Well, that means my own self-preservation will have to wait, though.
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			The early summer sun shone down on the stone veranda. I walked slowly to its edge. Located right outside the door of my third floor office, it was spacious enough to host a party. I am still not fond of that kind of event, but the view spreading out before my eyes was not bad.

"Three years already. It’s really taken shape."

It had been a long time since the Magic Insect attacks from the Blood Mountains became sporadic. The front line has now been pushed back all the way to the ruined city, and the Magic Insects rarely even approach this town anymore.

Apparently, hitting them with everything we had in the first year made a huge difference. Furthermore, as we accumulated observational records from the radar and gained more experience, we became able to predict attacks from small or medium sized swarms with a degree of probability.

Of course, we could not let our guard down. I looked at the castle wall, which was at the same height as me. I could see a group of people patrolling it. The knight in the lead was likely Fabius. No, I should probably call him His Excellency, Count Fabius, commander of the Central Garden Garrison. His back was straight, and his stride was vigorous, not at all like that of an old man.

Approaching Fabius from the opposite direction was Leonard. He was in charge of the municipal government, the newly independent Viscount Grynisias from the ducal house. He, Fabius, and Luiza, who had become the head of the Viscount Aldehyd family and was active in negotiations with the Empire, were the three people who formally managed this city under the direct control of the royal family.

To put it bluntly, Fabius represented the knight orders, Leonard the Chancellor's Office, and Luiza was the overseer from Bertold. Well, for an overseer, she was quite flexible, which was a great help. The city's focus had shifted to its commercial activities, after all.

Of the three gates built into the city walls, the south gate, which connected to the river port, was busy with cargo like grain being brought in from the great river. At the north gate on the opposite side, Horse-Dragon carriages from the Empire were bringing in heavy materials like minerals.

Where both of these routes converged was the warehouse district, which boasted the largest area in the city. The main street leading to the warehouses was lined with the Central Garden branches of Kenwell, Dalgan, Tritt, Belmini, and others. The heirs of these now great and established trading companies had all gathered here to serve as branch managers. Incidentally, Plural had set up shop even further on, across from the convention hall built to embrace the city's central square, the Forum.

They all said they intended to make this place their main headquarters someday. No one understood the value and role of this place better than they did, but I feared the friction it would cause with the Royal Capital. I was counting on my old man, who was at the Vinder Company headquarters in the Royal Capital.

It was vital to add value to this city by making sure its failure would mean a great loss for many people. To that end, we had the second and third largest facilities in the city.

One was the convention hall in front of Plural. It was the nerve center of this city, whose main product was information. It would serve as a hub for rapidly disseminating information by hosting business negotiations and events like the carriage exhibition we held in the Royal Capital.

The other was the University, a research and educational institution. A massive antenna, aimed at the ground, was installed in the center of its campus. Fulsy served as its president, traveling between the Royal Capital and here every six months. It accepted students on a rotating basis from both the Empire and the Kingdom's Royal Academy. This was the future center of magical studies. Incidentally, we call it magical studies because we can't quite call it magic or sorcery.

Fulsy was currently writing a book on measuring magic power. He said it was a humble job that suited him. I had a feeling that in the future, this book would be hailed as the foundation for all progress in magical studies, and that the unit of magic power would be named the "Fulsy".

Noel was also one of the university's part time professors, so she came here often. She insisted she was a full time professor here and a part time court magician. It seemed she had become quite well known, so I was hoping she would organize something like an academic conference next.

And then there was the building I was in right now, which was finally about to get started. The futures market.

I tore my eyes away from the scene with a sense of reluctance. I could hear the shrill voices of two women coming from the direction of my office. It seemed the two of them had run into each other.

When I entered the chairman's office of the futures market preparatory committee, on the top floor of the fourth largest building in this city, I found two women facing off with my desk between them. One was Mia, the successor to the Vinder Company, her black hair cut to shoulder length. Vinder controlled honey and sugar, products that never failed to charm people. Through Natalie and Plural, its effect on women in particular was significant, and in that sense, its influence was enormous.

She was also the fixer for this city's hidden gem, its culinary scene.

What's more, she was the chief accountant for Central Garden, Inc. whose members accounted for over thirty percent of the city’s commercial activity, and she participated as an advisor in the city's administration as well. Of course, she was also indispensable to the design of this futures market. Some whispered that she was the city’s most powerful person in the shadows.

She was at least more important than me. Or rather, she was the person I most wanted to stay on the right side of.

The other woman was the Imperial Princess with bright purple hair. She was a visiting professor at the university and also the Imperial consul for Central Garden. For this city, a relay point between the Kingdom and the Empire, she was someone we absolutely could not afford to neglect.

By any measure, she was more important than me. She was an absolutely essential talent in both international relations and magical studies.

"I am sorry, but I must ask you to refrain, Mia. Ricardo is having dinner with me today."

"Princess Maytyl, you had dinner with Senpai yesterday. Please consolidate your meetings to one day."

"Oh, yesterday was in my capacity as Imperial consul. Today is as a university professor. It is work, so it cannot be helped. Besides, you are no longer in a position to be clinging to Ricardo as his secretary, are you."

"I have something to ask Senpai in his capacity as a Vinder executive. Incidentally, as a mere executive director, Senpai is my subordinate, so to speak."

The fact that these two were fighting was a recurring headache for me. It had been particularly bad this past week. The gazes of both women stabbed into me as I stood frozen in the doorway.

"Ricardo. My matter takes priority, doesn't it. After all, we are talking about the very source of the world's magic power, the core of this world."

Maytyl pressed closer to me. She was probably referring to the measurements being taken at the university, directed toward the ground. Since magic power originates from the ground, it stands to reason that its ultimate source is the planet's core.

Between this planet's core and its surface, there is a layer corresponding to the mantle that is resistant to magic power. The convection or structure of this layer influences the quality and quantity of magic power that reaches the surface. This, combined with the topography of the mountain ranges, determines the activity of the magic veins. The results from the university's antenna, installed to measure downwards, suggested this hypothesis was plausible.

The problem was the ancient dragon eyes. We had not been able to verify this yet, but since no magic wavelength capable of replenishing purple magic power on the surface had been observed, it was possible that the ancient dragon eyes received magic particles directly from the planet's core. It was a form of teleportation for magic particles.

And among the ancient dragon eyes, the Crystal of Prophecy was special.

The locations where disasters occur are determined by fluctuations in the magic veins. Since this planet's core is the source of magic power, it is conceivable that it could somehow trigger fluctuations in magic power, or react to fluctuations on the surface. In other words, its ability to indicate the location of future disasters was still relatively easy to understand.

The problem was the prophetic images. An image showing specific damage would normally be considered a prediction of the future. But considering the facts we had learned about magic power so far, I thought that was a bit of a stretch.

In that case, we had to assume those images were created by humans. My own speculation was that the crystal's magic power created a kind of hyperlink for information.

In other words, a link of magic power, with the crystal as a medium, is formed between a person at the site of the disaster and the user of the Crystal of Prophecy. Through that link, the problem consciousness of the priestess, for example, that a disaster will occur, is combined with the scenes witnessed by the people on site. As a result, an image of the disaster emerges.

This meant the prophetic images were created within Alfina's mind. They were not visions of the future, but products of imagination, where scenes of people at the location of a magic vein fluctuation suffering a disaster are constructed. This would be consistent with the fact that the prophecies only showed places with people, and that the locations were limited to the Kingdom. However, it was not an explanation that could be applied to every prophecy.

Well, now that the Crystal of Prophecy was broken, the truth was lost. There was also the possibility of genuine future prediction involving unknown magic particles that exceed the speed of light, where the arrow of time, the increase of entropy, is reversed.

Well, the research will continue. At the very least, I want to be able to figure out where the magic veins will next show a major fluctuation.

"Maytyl's discussion would be more efficient in a setting with the director and Noel. I will of course attend as well. Now then, Senpai. I came today to discuss Vinder's successor."

"You’re the successor, Mia. I’m just a regular director, a back-bencher at that."

"A back-bencher? This is about what comes after me. Normally, it would be my child, but don't you think that would create all sorts of difficulties?"

I understood what she was trying to say. The Vinder Company was central to Central Garden. If an unsuitable partner were to gain influence through Mia's marriage, it could affect the fate of this newborn city.

Of course, there was no way I could let Mia go to an unsuitable partner. Anyone after Vinder's wealth or position was out of the question.

"Wait a moment. That sounds like a personal matter. More importantly, Ricardo, I want to ask you about the mechanisms of the world itself. Your boiled egg theory from before."

"The development of this place is important for your research too, Maytyl. For that reason, Senpai, you and I need to discuss the future of Vinder."

The two of them closed in on me at once. They were both being really pushy today.

"Hey, if you two don’t quiet down a little."

Uwaaah, uwaaah.

Just as I tried to stop them, a high pitched cry came from the next room. See, I told you so.
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			Mia and Maytyl tilted their heads, puzzled. The door opened, and a woman with blue-silver hair tied back entered the room. She was holding a baby in her arms, cradling him preciously.

"Please keep your voices down, you two. I just got him to sleep."

The two recoiled at Alfina’s words.

"Um, Alfina, aren’t you still supposed to be visiting your family in the kingdom?"

"That’s right. According to the schedule, you were supposed to return tomorrow."

"Thanks to the new carriages and roads, I was able to get back earlier than planned. I was worried about things here. Both of you…"

Alfina smiled at the flustered pair, still holding the child.

"Please don’t lead my husband around so much, you know. It will affect Alex’s upbringing as well."

Mia and Maytyl took a step back.

Alfina and I got married right after that battle ended. The wedding ceremony was quite an ordeal. It was held at the royal palace, which was unavoidable considering the guest list. Since the bride was a princess, the king and nearly all the kingdom’s most important figures were in attendance. And with the groom being a commoner, I heard the seating arrangements were a nightmare.

It seems Luiza handled all of that splendidly, though.

But I still wonder if being forced to parade all the way to the Forum in the Royal Capital was truly necessary. Thanks to that, I honestly don’t remember much about the ceremony itself. Incidentally, it became the reason for my first marital spat with Alfina, which erupted one month after we were married.

Apparently, there was a lot of debate about our positions as well. In the end, I was appointed as the representative for the Kingdom and Empire’s Magic Pulse Disaster Alliance. It’s like a special-assignment minister from my past life, but representing both nations is a major headache.

On top of that, I have to attend a cabinet meeting at the royal palace once every six months. When Craig started calling me the "Lord of Calamity," I thought he was just insulting me.

The truth is, my office is located in the old headquarters on the hill. As far as disasters are concerned, I’m the one in charge here. In the event of a large scale Magic Insect attack, the disaster response armies dispatched from both nations are to be placed under my command.

Well, Fabius and the others are very competent, so during peacetime there’s almost nothing for me to do. That’s precisely why I’m so desperate to maintain this peace.

Because of all this, I’ve had no time at all to be involved with the Vinder Company since that decisive battle ended. Upon my marriage, my father declared in one fell swoop that Mia would be his successor. I have to wonder about a father whose first words to his son after marriage are, "Ricardo. You’re fired."

Well, even when I did go to the company, the newer employees didn’t even recognize me as an executive. Incidentally, when I explained my position, their impression was of the king’s son-in-law or the hero of the Great Magic Insect War. It’s my own fault, but that stung a little.

Then again, the title of hero is more like a medal that all the civilians around me, starting with Mia, received.

Putting my family matters aside, let’s talk about us. Two years passed after our marriage, but Alfina and I were unable to have a child. It was something both Alfina and I had braced ourselves for. It seemed Alfina was still worried about it, though.

Around the two-year mark, Alfina, along with Euphillia, subtly suggested I consider taking another woman. I refused, wondering what kind of torture this was for someone as socially inept as me. That became our second marital fight. I felt the profound difference in our upbringings. Incidentally, Alfina’s father was apparently devoted to his one wife. If so, she should have just followed his example.

It was right after that when we found out Alfina was pregnant. To be honest, all sorts of risks crossed my mind. Fortunately, the birth went smoothly. A boy we named Alex. He is now one year old, and so far, he is developing just like a normal child.

The fact that the battle was over in a month. The precautions we took during the battle, like the protective corset. The fact that the crystal was gone. And one more thing…

I don’t know what exactly worked, and I think it’s uncouth to dwell on it. Well, the fact that Alex has absolutely no aptitude for magic probably means something.

Incidentally, Alfina was delighted, saying he took after me. I too think it’s for the best that he didn’t inherit any aptitude for handling purple magic. I need to use this as a reason to ensure he isn’t saddled with anything unnecessary like succession rights. Or rather, Craig needs to hurry up and get married.

Anyway, we are living happily like this. We’ve been through a lot, and problems still crop up daily, but we should be getting closer to self-preservation. So close, in fact, that it’s almost within my grasp…

"Wh, what is it? I was holding back thinking you might not be able to have children, Alfina, but you did. So there’s no need to hold back anymore, right?"

"That’s right. If we’re going by our promise, it is my turn next."

Maytyl is saying something strange. For some reason, Mia is agreeing with her. What promise?

"Both of you… perhaps you should show a little more modesty."

Alfina faltered slightly but immediately retorted.

"Modesty? How do you think you made the child you’re holding in your arms?"

"Th, that is, because we are husband and wife, it is, is it not, a matter of course?"

"In the first place, I wonder if it was really true that you had difficulty conceiving."

Maytyl looked at me. What is she trying to say? You were the one who brought that information. Not that I’m not still grateful, Alfina and I both are.

"Could it be that you knew how to avoid it from the start with your knowledge, Ricardo…"

"So we were completely fooled, is that it?"

The two of them look at me and start saying strange things. As if that’s possible. I mean, how much we… I can’t say that.

"N, no. It’s because Ricardo was so… every day. A, anyone would… get…"

But Alfina mumbled, her cheeks blushing. What is my wife saying? Well, if you have a wife this cute, that’s just how it’s going to be.

"A, all three of you. This is bad for Alex’s upbringing…"

Even though he was crying just a moment ago, Alex is now happily gurgling, opening and closing his little hands. What will I do if he grows up to be a harem protagonist?

"Besides, you were a little strange back then, Alfina. With your personality, it wouldn’t have been surprising if you were crushed by your sense of debt to Ricardo. Yet you were strangely confident from the beginning. I wonder just how he won you over."

The line of fire turned toward me.

"That, of course, is a secret just between the two of us."

Alfina puffed out her chest, cheeks still flushed. I think what she said just now should also be a secret.

"I wonder if it has something to do with memories from before you were born."

But Maytyl’s next words made me freeze.

"Y, you. It would be one thing if it were just Mia or my father, but to tell Maytyl too…"

"Well, after they started praising me as a genius in magic pulse research, I just couldn’t… my guilt reached its limit…"

"Fufu, so I’m at least as close to Ricardo as Alfina and Mia are. Right, Ricardo? By the way, the fact that I’m still unmarried is your fault, you know."

"Wh, what are you talking about?"

"That ring, in the Empire, it means entrusting your everything to someone. In other words, it’s a proof of proposal."

"A ring… you mean the one from Tuvil Mountain? That’s a scam. When I tried to return it after the battle, you said it was a memento of us fighting together."

"Oh, but I did say it. That I would entrust my everything to you. Legally speaking, you are my fiancé, Ricardo."

"Y, you…"

"Hey, that’s imperial law. It’s invalid."

Maytyl, I’m calling off our engagement. Not that we were ever engaged.

"At that point in time, one could argue Tuvil Mountain was imperial territory. At least it wasn't part of the kingdom."

"That’s absurd."

"And you worry about me so personally, don’t you, Ricardo? Just at the dinner party yesterday, you said I might be eating too many sweets. Are you that concerned about my figure?"

"No, that’s…"

It’s because I’m worried Maytyl might have poor glucose tolerance due to her constitution. Well, with her figure and the lifestyle here, I think she’ll be fine, but…

"That’s right, Maytyl. Let’s talk about that thing. Using the spiral flame formula to cool… to lower the temperature."

I tried to redirect Maytyl’s attention to research.

"You mean the ice cream maker… That is interesting, but not right now."

"You said you came here about research just a little while ago."

Besides, what kind of crude understanding is "ice cream maker"? Spiral flame is incredible. By manipulating air molecules with spiral flame and using the rotation of a battering ram, you can create almost anything. The possibilities are infinite. So let’s talk about that kind of future…

"Right, come on Mia, entro…"

"Alfina. You remember that morning, don’t you? I have waited a proper two years. No, considering you were pregnant, Alfina, I’ve waited three years."

When I tried to ask for help, Mia also started bringing up the past.

"Th, that is, b, but…"

"‘I want to have him all to myself for just two years. After that…’ That’s what you said, right?"

So that’s what the two of them were talking about that morning. I was never told. Could it be that what you tried to recommend to me a year ago was…

"B, but, that was because of the possibility that I wouldn’t be able to bear Ricardo’s child…"

Alfina flinched under Mia’s intensity. I’m in shock too.

"The morning after I pledged my future to her, Alfina…"

This calls for a third marital spat, no question.

"It is your fault as well. When Mia was abducted by the Empire, you risked your life for her twice, at the royal palace and on the battlefield. On top of that, you went into Kurtheite all by yourself…"

"That’s right. At least at that time, you chose me once, senpai."

Mia nodded. Yeah, I did say it. "In the worst case, it’s better than letting Mia go to the Empire alone." But…

"Because I knew that, I thought if it was Mia, maybe it couldn’t be helped…"

Alfina bit her lip softly. Am I caught in a bad situation here?

"Th, the root of all this is the princess over there, isn’t it?"

"And who was it that brought that princess into this?"

My protest was shot down by Maytyl’s single comment.

"It has become clear that you have various problems, senpai."

Mia glared at me.

"It’s… frustrating, but I may not be able to deny it."

Why are you on their side too, Alfina?

"Senpai."

"Ricardo."

"You…"

Mia, Maytyl, and Alfina closed in on me. What am I supposed to do? No hypothesis, no countermeasure, nothing comes to mind.

Helplessly, I kept backing away until my back hit a wall. The door to the balcony was far away.

Something is definitely wrong. We protected human society from disaster, and the free commercial city we aimed for has begun. All that was left was for all of us to protect and nurture it. That’s how it was supposed to be.

Where did the self-preservation I thought was within my grasp just a moment ago disappear to?
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			Friends are precious. This is especially true for me, as my status, my home, and so much else has changed in such a short period. Their unchanging presence in my life is something I truly treasure. Today, I was feeling that more keenly than ever.

Ever since I became the proprietor of a shop in this city, more or less independent from my family home, we have all gathered like this about once a month. The members are myself, Sherry, Vinaldira, and Natalie. Mia sometimes joins us as well, though she is not here today. We take turns hosting, and this time, we were in the reception room of my very own Tritt Company.

We gathered around the Yokan that Natalie brought and the green tea from Sherry, a tea which has steadily gained admirers over the past two years and is now a specialty of Central Garden, and we all shared what we had been up to.

This city, which could be called the knot tying the Empire and the Kingdom together, sees a massive flow of information even when left to its own devices. It is developing at an incredible pace. What is more, thanks to someone's schemes, information seems to beget even more information.

Just keeping up is a struggle. And we find ourselves more or less at the center of this change. Even though all the participants are busy, I think the reason no one ever misses these meetings is that, beyond the exchange of information, they have become a time for us to relax. I know because I feel the same way.

To borrow Sherry's words, it is "a gathering of normal girls." A group of normal girls who have had some very not normal experiences. I am getting to an age where using the word "girls" feels a bit awkward. No, no, I will not think about that.

Sherry, who once had a timid side, and Vinaldira, who did not even try to hide her raw hostility when we first met, now both have the air of calm, mature women. Well, I suppose they have been forced to accumulate enough experience to not be fazed by much of anything.

In any case, the atmosphere was gentle and pleasant.

But then. I looked out the window. I saw two men entering the shop.

It seemed it was almost time to shatter this peaceful atmosphere. As I heard the footsteps of a servant hurrying down the hall, I stood up.

◇◇

"So, what was so important you had to summon us here?"

Dalgan spoke, his arms crossed. Plural, sitting beside him, adjusted his glasses with a sarcastic air, his gaze demanding a quick answer. I was the one who had suddenly called them both. Even though they were our neighbors, they were even busier than us, so I was grateful they had come.

"I have something important to discuss."

"Don't tell me. Rilka, you can't get a head start on us."

Sherry said. It was not that kind of happy news. I ignored Sherry's joke. Then, I stated the reason I had gathered everyone here.

"Mia has given a prophecy. Vinder is planning something big."

My words plunged the room into silence.

"Why. He's been so quiet lately."

Sherry, who had been so calm just a moment ago, began to panic. It was true he had been quiet recently, having gotten married and had a child. I felt a flicker of irritation.

"So this means a new disaster is about to begin."

Vinaldira said in a somber voice. The disaster in this case, by the way, did not mean the disaster from the prophecy. It was a disaster for us, the normal girls. It was a situation that could shake the very foundations of the businesses we were each responsible for.

"The fact that I haven't heard anything about this means it must be related to magic."

Natalie was the one who spoke in a relatively calm tone. Her position is almost exactly between the Vinder Company and the Plural Company.

"What is it, specifically?"

Dalgan asked. He was pretending to be calm, but the arms he had crossed moments before were now unlinked.

"It seems to be a magic tool that makes the inside of a box as cold as winter all year round."

"What is that."

"Mia said it's an application of that magic wand that produces flames."

"Why would a wand that makes fire lower the temperature?"

"There's no point in trying to figure that out. We can leave that sort of thing to Mia, Noel, or Maytyl. What we need to think about is what this will do to our businesses."

I had unthinkingly referred to the Imperial Princess without her title. Noel is a noblewoman, too. It seemed I was just as flustered as everyone else. Oh, well, she did tell me I could be informal when we are not in public.

"We could eat ice cream anytime?"

"That would be nice, but please stop avoiding reality."

I chided Sherry. She had to know it was not going to be that simple.

"The preservation time for food would be extended."

Sherry corrected herself.

"This affects all of us, then."

"If anything, it's something our company should welcome. We could sell ice cream even in the summer. If we were just a user, that is."

Even though he tried to make light of it by borrowing Sherry's words, a vein was twitching on Plural's temple.

"How far along is he?"

"According to Mia, it's still a prototype, the first model. It seems he wants us to try it once it's done."

"So we have a little bit of time, then." "Yes." "Th, that's not bad news."

Everyone's expression relaxed just a little. But that was just wishful thinking.

"It's not that simple. You all know what's happening in three months, right? Mia says Vinder is planning to unveil it then to coincide with that event."

I said. It was an event that happened only once every ten, maybe even several tens of years in the Kingdom. And we were about to be dragged into the center of it.

"Three months from now. That's Prince Craig's coronation, isn't it?" Sherry said in a strained voice. It was the beginning of June now, and at the start of September, the Crown Prince would be enthroned as the new king. It was the birth of a new king with whom we had a certain connection. That in itself was not bad news.

"So the magic tool is a gift for the new king. For the coronation."

Vinaldira stated.

"B, but it's not going to be as simple as just giving him the gift and being done with it, right?"

"His asking us to test it probably means just that."

Everyone's face grew even grimmer than before. Our position had just changed from having the leisure to test a new magic tool beforehand to being the vanguard, using it for the first time on a massive public stage.

Normally, this was the kind of project we would politely decline. But we had our own circumstances, or rather, this city did.

"It's true that we can't just sit back and celebrate. There's our, well, you could call it a connection with the Crown Prince, of course. But we also have to consider this city's position."

Plural's words were heavy with meaning. This city holds a special place within the Kingdom. It has been granted various privileges as a base of operations against monsters. When it was the front line against the monster territories, no one voiced any complaints. But over the last year or two, the disaster has faded, and trade with the Empire has grown.

In the Royal Capital, the ill will toward a city that enjoys a free status while earning enormous profits, and toward us at its heart in Central Garden, has become too strong to ignore. This information came from Jean, who is currently in the capital on business.

"Our tax-exempt status was decided by the former king. Now that the system is changing with the new king's coronation, they're saying it should be reconsidered. That's the kind of talk going around."

"They can say what they want. After all the hardships we've been through. But we do need a plan."

The new city, and we along with it, need to show that we are worthy of our privileges. We have to make them understand that, as Vinder says, "a lot of people stand to lose if this city collapses," and use that to push back against the pressure. For that reason, the new king's coronation is an event we cannot afford to miss.

When I think about it calmly, I wonder what we, a group of mere merchants, are shouldering. I cannot help but want to curse the source of it all. But.

"Besides, he's going to be the new king's brother-in-law. There will be complications."

"Even if he himself, or the new king for that matter, isn't too concerned, the people around them will be."

Ricardo Vinder is not a merchant, not a soldier, and not a nobleman, yet he is all of those things. He carries an even heavier burden than we do, and his unprecedented position looks precarious even from the outside.

The fact that the disaster has subsided also affects Vinder's own standing, which was built upon it. He would probably be happy to have his authority reduced, but that reduction in power would weaken him politically.

On top of all that, his own sense of self-preservation is close to zero. The only reason I do not say it is zero is that, having a wife and child now, I can see some small signs that he might be trying to be more careful. Well, that assessment, which had only just begun to sprout among us, was blown away today.

I want to say he brought this on himself, but that would leave a bad taste in my mouth. And it is not just Vinder who will be dragged into this, but Mia and.

"Alfina-sama, too."

Sherry said. Mia, of course, but Alfina is our friend, too. And for that matter, so is Vinder. I looked at everyone again. For some reason, they all looked as though they had made their peace with it.

"You never know what's in the box 'til you open it. But we've got to do it. Guess we'll just have to think of it as another chance to make a huge profit, like always."

"As long as we are Central Garden, we'll be involved one way or another. So it's better to start preparing right away."

Sherry, Vinaldira, Natalie and I all nodded at Dalgan's and Plural's words. I remembered the Shoken Festival. Really, how did we always end up in these situations?

But I have never once regretted my decision to join that small gathering in the courtyard back then. So it cannot be helped. For my friends, who remain constant even as my circumstances change, I suppose I will let myself be pushed around, just as I always have.

"Vinder can't do anything without us, after all. What choice do we have?"

I said with a smile.
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			"Oh, honestly. Why does it have to be me."

I flung my arm out, not caring about my disheveled cuffs. The motion was forceful enough that it might have torn the paper, but I was not concerned. This thing called a ballpoint pen is made with a rotating sphere at its tip. As the one who was made to create it, I know that better than anyone. Including just how convenient it is.

"Hah, this is no time to be thinking about that..."

I collected myself and looked at the rectangular blueprint on the paper. The structure was simple, like a cupboard you might say. The only difference was the hole in the back and the fact that the shelf boards were hollow.

A larger opening is easier to use. That much is the same as a shelf. But a smaller opening is more efficient. This is a major constraint that shelves do not have. I have to consider the balance, but to do that, it is vital to weigh it against the output of the magic circuit that serves two roles in the rear, and the magic catalyst used for regulation.

"Unlike a magic staff it’s a flat surface, so it’s nice that the relationship between area and output is simple... I wonder if I can make it a little smaller..."

I have to tell Maytyl about the change. Then, I also need to review the efficiency of the magic catalyst with Vinaldira. There is no time. No time. I have to prepare for my next lecture, too.

"Oh, honestly. Why me."

I glared at the pen I had raised. The man who made me create this, he is the root of all this trouble. I recalled the events of about ten days ago.

◇◇

"I have secured some young wine. The quality is not bad, at least."

"You drank some."

"I cannot judge it without drinking it. And I am over twenty in my ‘original’ age, so there is no problem. Besides, what kind of rule says you cannot drink until you are over twenty?"

"Well, I guess it is fine..."

"When we get back, I will have you taste some as well, senpai. With me."

I could hear the voices of the two of them bantering in the hallway outside the window. They had finished their explanation to us, which is to say they dumped everything on us, and now it seemed they were discussing buying wine. It was intensely unfair.

This was the university’s boardroom. There were three of us in the room. Me, a professor. Maytyl, a visiting professor. And Vinaldira, a part-time special engineer. The chancellor was back in the Royal Capital.

"Well, as usual, that was quite the absurd story, wasn’t it."

Vinaldira and I gave a wry smile at Maytyl’s words.

"Well, it is important for the Empire too, so I suppose it cannot be helped."

Maytyl looked at the stone slate again. A ridiculous picture was drawn on it. It was a humanoid figure with goat horns and bat wings, and even a tail. It had its hand on the door of a box held in its left hand, watching two different colored balls pass by.

"I wonder what a demon is," I said.

This clumsy drawing was the work of the man who just left. Apparently, it was called Maxwell’s Demon. A ridiculous name and a clumsy drawing, but what it represented was quite extraordinary.

It was the principle behind what we were about to create. We could create a change in temperature without using fire or ice by utilizing the properties of air. Just understanding the abstract concept depicted in the silly drawing was enough to make my head ache.

And yet, the main topic was the idea for a magic tool that uses it. A box that stays at winter temperatures all year round, supposedly called a refrigerator. Naturally, it was something that did not exist anywhere in this world.

"In any case, let us first summarize the principle," Maytyl said.

Fortunately, Maytyl seemed to understand it perfectly. It was apparently deeply related to Blazefire magic. It seemed that when Ricardo went to the Empire-occupied Kurtheite to rescue Mia, he had shown a simplified version of this story to Maytyl.

"Alright, first, these balls..."

Air is made up of a vast number of balls, and these balls collide and rebound, giving and taking energy from one another.

It was not impossible to understand. I imagined countless balls being thrown into a small room. The movement of the balls themselves is the wind, so with no air resistance, the balls would continue to move forever.

The speed of those balls is apparently what we call heat. For example, if the balls of air hitting our skin are fast, we feel hot, and if they are slow, we feel cold.

In essence, when a fast ball hits you, it gives energy to your skin, so your skin warms up. When a slow ball hits you, it receives more energy from the things that make up your skin, which are also apparently balls, so your skin cools down.

The air in summer has many fast balls, and the air in winter has many slow balls. That is how it works. The important thing is that whether in summer or winter, the air is a collection of balls of various speeds.

He had casually said, "Heat doesn’t actually exist. All that exists is the speed of individual balls and their distribution."

"Yes, the problem is that the difference in the balls’ speeds spontaneously forms a distribution."

Maytyl pointed to the graph Mia had drawn. Then, she opened her palm.

"Even in the air right here, there are a few hot balls that could boil water, and a fair number of cold balls that could freeze water mixed in. I will actually try it. Just watch."

Maytyl picked up a fire magic staff. The staff activated with its tip held near the window. Red, heated air gathered at the tip. Conversely, the air around us grew chilly.

Maytyl quickly stopped the staff. Air came in through the window, and the temperature immediately returned to normal.

"It is like this. If you gather only the hot balls from the air at the tip of the staff, what remains are the cold air balls. In a manner of speaking, the staff’s magic circuit is sorting the balls by speed, just like the demon written about here."

The demon on the stone slate was holding a box. When a hot ball was about to approach, it closed the door. When a cold ball was about to approach, it opened the door. As a result, the inside of the box became filled with only cold balls, and the outside of the box became filled with only warm balls.

"That is not an impossible story to understand," Vinaldira said.

Now that it was explained, it certainly was convincing. Well, I was a little worried about Vinaldira, who had been trained to the point where she could be convinced by this.

Calling her a mere engineer was preposterous. She possessed some of the foremost knowledge of magicology in the kingdom.

"I am surprised you let him go home safely after hearing this," I could not help but say sarcastically to Maytyl.

"I was shown the magic catalyst circuit you all created. That is why I misjudged," Maytyl shot back with sarcasm of her own.

At the time Mia was abducted, I thought the Empire was unforgivable, yet here I was, cooperating with Maytyl, their leader, for the same purpose. We had done this many times now, but when I really thought about it, it was a strange situation.

"Both of you, let us get back on topic. In any case, this means we will be collecting the not-hot air from the Blazefire into a box. And with that, we can make a box that maintains winter temperatures even in summer. ...It is amazing how a strange thing can be made without any strangeness," Vinaldira said, looking exasperated.

Creating cold air with a Blazefire magic circuit that emits heat comparable to a real flame. But the principle was the same.

The way he comprehended the world was, above all else, abnormal. And his methods for utilizing that comprehension, too.

"Considering its role as a magic tool, the problem is magic efficiency, is it not."

I confirmed with Maytyl. Maytyl nodded. We were no longer in a position where we could just be surprised by the incredible knowledge we had been told.

We had to give shape to the refrigerator he spoke of. And we had to do it in time for the coronation ceremony.



		
		
		
			Chapter 253: Episode 2: Second Half, Project Leader
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 253

			Episode 2: Second Half, Project Leader

			"If we consider its role as a magic tool, the problem is its magical efficiency, isn't it?"

I confirmed this with Maytyl. She nodded.

"Since we're just storing the cold balls in the box, we don't need to gather them and keep them in one spot. The circuit will be simpler, and it should use less magic than a Spiral Flame. However..."

The development of Spiral Flames and lasers has led to significant improvements in the efficiency of magic circuits. We have also started to gradually understand the properties of the magic characters, the patterns at the center of the Spiral Flames.

Thinking back, this must be what he meant when he said he wanted us to rush the analysis of the Spiral Flame over the laser as soon as the calamity began to recede. ...Honestly, just how far ahead was he looking?

"It has to operate all year round without stopping, right?"

"Exactly. And if we use a normal box, it would probably drain even a crimson magic crystal in a few days."

I calculated the price of a crimson magic crystal. Even with the current surplus of crystals harvested from Magic Insects, it was out of the question. Only someone like a king could afford to use it.

"So that's why the box has this structure."

I looked at the box held by the demon once more. The box was double walled, and the space between the walls was a vacuum. According to Ricardo, creating a vacuum reduces heat transfer. I understood that since heat is transferred by the collision of balls, reducing those collisions would be effective.

"This is also an application of the Spiral Flame, you know. It lets the balls trying to get out pass through, but repels the balls trying to get in. ...It's not impossible to create a magic circuit that can do both. This one is even simpler."

Maytyl spoke.

"In that case, the first thing we need is a mechanism to continuously draw magic from the crystal. We thoroughly researched the catalyst for bonding positive and negative magic crystals for the laser and the purple magic generator, so that should be manageable..."

"Yes, if we combine it with that pipette screw, it won't be difficult to continuously draw out small amounts of magic from the crystal," I replied to Vinaldira's words.

So, the problem is still the box's ability to retain temperature. The better it is, the less magic it will consume. Considering the need for a perfect seal, it would naturally have to be metal.

The screw is small, so we could just barely manage with magic-infused metal. But this box is impossible. That means we have to make it using that die. If we do, then precision becomes an issue.

This is bad, my part might be the most difficult...

Lost in thought, I felt Maytyl's gaze on me and hastily straightened my posture.

"Well, our roles are mostly decided."

Vinaldira and I nodded at Maytyl's words. I would need to coordinate with Maytyl for the improvements to the Spiral Flame magic circuit and with Vinaldira for the magic catalyst, and I also had to consider the artisans who would handle the die. No, given its intended use, I also need to hear the opinions of Rilka and the others who will be testing it.

It really does seem like my job has the most complex problems. Oh well, for now I should just follow Maytyl's instructions and move forward...

"Alright, Noel can be the leader for this project. Vina and I will act on your instructions."

Maytyl, a princess of the Empire, had just said something strange.

"W, wait, isn't that odd? The principle behind this magic tool is the Spiral Flame. Your Highness Maytyl should be the one to take command."

I quickly objected.

"As a magic tool, the box is the central component, right? It's best for Noel, who's in charge of it, to oversee the whole thing. Besides, I'll be your subordinate, so you can call me Maytyl. Or May, if you prefer. See, you're an official professor here, and I'm just a guest."

Maytyl's reasoning solved nothing. Making an imperial princess my subordinate is impossible. In this case, the 'guest' in guest professor means a guest of the state.

"I agree. Considering the users, Noel is the best choice."

Vinaldira nodded. We're from the same kingdom, yet you're going to bow to the Empire and sell me out?

"All I need to do is devise a way to screen catalysts that change magical reactions based on temperature. Please, guide me, Your Excellency, the Court Magician."

Vinaldira made her escape. How could she? I thought we were comrades, both victims of his whims.

"Besides, this is a gift for the new king of your kingdom's coronation, isn't it? How can Noel, the Court Magician of the kingdom, not be the one in charge?"

"W, well..."

She hit me where it hurt. I wanted to retort that I had just said this was important for the Empire too, but I couldn't argue back.

"Don't worry, you were practically in charge during the laser project too."

"That's right. I think so too."

While I was stammering, the decision was made without my consent. I will never forgive him.

◇◇

"Um, you see. This level of precision won't work... or rather, I think it will cause some problems. Actually, the precision might be too strict."

I spoke to the three assistants standing before me. All three of them had visibly tensed up the moment I picked up the blueprints. It was enough to make me nervous too. Two of the three came from families with much higher standing than my own.

I chose them as my assistants through our work on the calamity countermeasures, and they followed me here, understanding my policy of prioritizing this university over the Royal Capital.

That's why I have a responsibility... I dislike the term 'disciple,' so I've given them the official position of assistants to me as a university professor, but my responsibility for their future remains the same.

"B, but we measured the time it took for the ice to melt. It achieves the efficiency exactly as you instructed."

Arina, standing in the center of the three, spoke up. She was older than me and the third daughter of a count's family. She had wanted to become a disciple of the Great Sage, but through various events in the lab, she ended up under my tutelage.

"The material that will actually be used isn't magic-infused metal, right? This is a prototype for making the mold. Since it will be stamped out with a die, this exact precision won't be transferred. Also, this part here is the door hinge. It needs to be opened and closed repeatedly. The circuit will be broken each time, so the movement needs to be as slow as possible to avoid straining the magic crystal. If we want it to last for decades, we can't rely on alchemy for maintenance."

My assistants jotted down my words. I had to resist the urge to say, "I'm not completely sure about this, you know."

"Furthermore, you need to consider the people who will be using it. They're ordinary people who cook food. Do you understand..."

I explained it to them as if I were spelling it out for a child. I wrote on the blueprints with a ballpoint pen and used gestures to describe the die casting process. Drawing from my experience working with Dolph and Bowgan, I explained the importance of having some leeway.

"The convenience of the blacksmith and the cook..."

The faces of the three assistants stiffened. The idea of them, as magicians, having to accommodate commoners like Bowgan and Rilka was clearly bothering them. It would be a problem if they didn't understand, though.

...Well, I suppose I can't blame them. I said the same thing to him a long time ago.

"Listen, the role of alchemy is certainly significant. But the final product will be made by their hands. Just as we can't do things that are impossible with alchemy, they can't do things that are impossible with smithing. That's why we, who are upstream in the process, must understand that. Besides, if we don't think about the people who will actually be using it..."

I pointed to the paper they had presented me, which recorded the time it took for the ice to melt in the box.

"This efficiency will become nothing more than a number on a page."

"We understand. We apologize for our shortsightedness."

The three of them bowed their heads in unison. Ugh, I'm the one who should be bowing my head to my superiors... Well, I suppose they've accepted about half of what I said. For the rest, they'll just have to get used to it through actual work.

"Please, don't be so formal. Look, I make mistakes too. When I do, I'll be relying on you. Besides, we can use the data from this failure as a reference for the next improvement. For example, through this experiment, you've gotten a much better feel for the relationship between the Spiral Flame's output and the size of the box, right?"

I explained each point. The three of them listened as if their entire bodies were ears.

I just really need them to do their best. Now that Maytyl and Vinaldira have pushed me into this leadership role, these three are all I have.

"I'm counting on all of your help for this matter. Understand, this is a magic tool that will be unveiled for His Majesty the new king's coronation. I will naturally report your contributions. So that I can live in peace... no, that's not it. In any case, do your best."

Hiding my ulterior motive of "you all need to become great and make my life easier," I spoke, and the three looked moved and bowed their heads once more.

They left, clutching the failed blueprints. I could hear their earnest discussion from the hallway.

I decided to ignore the last thing I heard, something like "For the honor of the Central Garden school..." No such thing exists, and even if it did, I wouldn't be its leader.

Besides, I don't have time to worry about such things right now. Based on their level of understanding, they'll probably mess something up next time too.

But I'll let them make the mistake, then point it out and have them fix it. I used to think that mistakes were absolutely unacceptable, but watching his methods, I've come to understand that sometimes, making a mistake is the faster way forward.

"No, no, that guy hardly ever makes mistakes. He says he's not sure, but he gets it right almost every time."

I shook my head. I couldn't possibly operate using someone like him as a standard. Just being dragged around like this is more than enough.

"Right then, I need to use this new data to ask May and Vina for adjustments. For May..."

I started to think about what to discuss with the two of them.

"That's right, I have to contact Dalgan too. Ugh, just how busy am I?"

Honestly, this was all a tremendous hassle because of Ricardo. Securing one for my own use when it's finished won't nearly be enough to make up for all this trouble.
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			The large shop facing the main street of Central Garden was bustling with activity again today.

Upon entering, one could see various smoked meats hanging on both sides, with barrels of salted meat lining the back of the store. A clerk shaved the surface of a hung, yellowish brown block of meat, cutting off a rosy pink slice.

A customer from the Kingdom, visiting on business, popped the offered slice into his mouth and his eyes went wide.

In the back of the shop, a wave of heat billowed out, intense enough to drive away the cheerful weather outside. Inside an iron box set next to a stove by the window, coals glowed red hot. Above them, a thick cut of red meat on a skewer was turned over. Clear fat dripped down, making a juu juu sound.

The meat, pulled from the charcoal fire, was cut into strips by the cook. The thick cut, still slightly red in the center, was placed on a wooden plate and presented, still steaming, to the shop manager.

Dalgan took the two pronged fork in his hand, stabbed the meat, and stuffed it into his mouth. He chewed robustly and swallowed.

The middle aged man who had cooked the meat and the young man who had brought the plate also took their seats and began to taste it.

"Haha, this doesn’t need any sauce."

"You’re right. The flavor of the meat itself is incredible. And it’s so tender, just overflowing with juice."

His two subordinates heaped praise on the steak.

"It’s certainly not bad," Dalgan said.

It was a steak made from raw meat aged for many days, grilled to a proper thickness. The more he chewed, the more flavor it released.

Meat is most delicious when it’s on the verge of spoiling. Anyone directly involved in the meat business knew that. They also knew how difficult it was to serve it that way.

To be honest, even he couldn’t find any fault with the taste.

"Not bad, he says. Young Master... I mean, Manager. This is a masterpiece."

The middle aged man said as he put away the skewer.

"I know. But that’s all thanks to that thing, isn’t it."

Dalgan looked at the tall, narrow box installed in the back of the kitchen. It was a new magic tool, still in development, that his junior had brought over.

It had an upper and lower shelf, each with a different internal temperature. The bottom shelf maintained a temperature like a winter’s day on the Kingdom’s plains, even in summer. The upper shelf was cold enough to freeze anything placed inside.

"It really is an incredible device. We can keep meat in its best condition by aging it in here. Not only that, if we freeze it, we can preserve it for as long as we could in the dead of winter. It’s just like you, Manager, to be the first to get your hands on something like this."

The young subordinate looked at Dalgan with eyes full of respect.

"And what’s more, His Excellency the Lord of Calamity came all this way himself and bowed his head to ask you."

The older subordinate also said proudly. His junior, who held important posts in both the Kingdom and the Empire, had humbly bowed his head and said, "I’m counting on you, senpai." From their long association, Dalgan knew it was not an act.

This was a new magic tool worth a fortune to any company that dealt in meat. The information that it even existed was of immeasurable value. And now, it was on loan to them to be tested in their own shop. You couldn’t call yourself a merchant if you didn’t understand its value.

He understood why his subordinates thought so highly of him for this. But…

"That’s exactly why we can’t serve him something half baked. He can be soft, but his standards for products are anything but."

Yes, he had his pride. The pride of a senior.

Dalgan imagined serving this meat to Ricardo. He wondered if he would get the same assessment he himself had just given it in his mind.

He pictured his junior’s face, a look that said, "This is pretty good." Not a shred of the humble figure who had bowed his head when he came here remained.

Moreover, there was another important matter he had to consider as the head of the company. The preservation capabilities of this refrigerator. Having seen this, he felt the establishment of a market to determine the future price of meat might no longer be a distant prospect.

He’s definitely lending this to us with that in mind, too.

This alone was a matter that would affect the future of the entire meat industry. That said, he couldn’t even think about cutting corners on the challenge right in front of him. This was supposed to be the job of a lifetime.

"You two. You haven’t forgotten where and to whom we’re serving this, have you."

Dalgan’s words made his subordinates visibly tense.

"O-of course we know. But surely even the king would be satisfied with this flavor."

That was not a figure of speech, so no one, including Dalgan, laughed.

"No other butcher could serve meat better than this."

"I know that, but…"

Dalgan folded his arms and fell into deep thought.

"Should we try a different cut, not the thigh? Or maybe use pork instead of beef? You know, even His Excellency the Lord of Calamity praised the prosciutto."

"If we’re just talking about the flavor itself, that’s an option. But we can’t beat the Empire when it comes to pork. This is for the coronation. Even if it’s just for lunch, it would be bad for the main dish to be from the Empire."

The shop used pork imported from the Empire to make its prosciutto. The pigs, having eaten nuts in the Empire’s abundant forests, had much more fat and softer meat than those from the Kingdom’s grasslands.

Thanks to that, it was met with rave reviews when brought to the Royal Capital.

Ricardo had also praised it as a new product born in the city that connected the Empire and the Kingdom. As a member of a company that represented this city, that was the kind of scale he needed to think on.

Furthermore, it wasn’t just with his junior that he had to be obstinate. If his opponent were any other butcher, he could blow them away with the refrigerator alone. But…

"The guys at Plural’s place have the same thing, you know."

Dalgan thought of his rival of the same age. In a way, the refrigerator was made for someone like Plural. He wasn’t fond of the cloying sweetness of ice cream, but the new flavor that made use of the bitterness of chestnuts wasn’t bad.

If Plural served that alone, the current steak might be completely overshadowed. And…

That guy would never be satisfied with just that.

"No, this just won’t do."

Dalgan’s thick finger tapped the desk with irritation. An awkward silence fell over the kitchen.

So as not to disturb Dalgan, his subordinates left the table and began to clean up. One washed the skewer, and the other maintained the knives.

Watching them, Dalgan suddenly looked at his own hand, which was only tapping uselessly on the desk. Seeing the two men carefully tending to their tools, he had a realization. Then, he spread his empty hands out before him.

Tch. Have I gotten too used to just judging what my subordinates present to me. No wonder I can’t come up with any ideas.

He stood up with a wry smile. His subordinates turned around in a fluster.

"I’m heading out to the ranch. It’s been a while. You two, sorry, but I’m leaving you in charge."

As Dalgan said this, he slapped his own arm with a ban.
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			"Thank you for coming all this way. It is an honor, Dalgan-sama."

"…Old man Malto. Cut it out with the 'Dalgan-sama'."

Dalgan, stepping down from the carriage, scratched his head at the rancher's greeting. This ranch was a rare thing in the kingdom, a place rich in agriculture, as it was run almost exclusively for livestock.

Though the terrain was arid with little rain, his ancestors had seen its potential, being so close to the great consumer market of the Royal Capital. They had expanded it alongside the Malto family. The sprawling pastures, the scattered ponds, and the forest, wide for the kingdom, were more than half the result of human effort.

Because of these ties, the two families were relatively close for a relationship between merchant and producer.

"What are you saying. The Dalgan Company's influence in the Royal Capital is a sight to behold. You are now a grand Gold Company. And that is not all. Every time I visit your main office, the chairman tells me all about Forum. That a hero came from our home."

Malto grinned as he flattered Dalgan.

"That's why I'm asking you to stop. We were just helping out behind the lines. Even my old man said back then, what's a butcher doing playing soldier."

Just thinking of the relief sculpture in the Royal Capital's Forum made Dalgan's back itch.

"He's right about that. Willingly charging into a horde of monsters. That's not sane for a man of business."

A young woman standing next to Malto spoke in a sharp voice.

"Sheela. That's a rude thing to say before even a greeting… and what is this, you're covered in straw. Did I not tell you to change."

She was a freckle-faced girl with chestnut hair in a braid, a full head shorter than Dalgan. Dressed in her work clothes and covered in bits of straw, she looked as though she had just come from the stables.

She must be almost twenty by now. Dalgan had been sent here many times under his father's policy of learning the trade on site. He remembered Sheela, who, despite being younger, had "instructed" him with an air of great importance. They had barely seen each other since he had enrolled in the academy.

"Ah, what, Sheela's the same as always."

Dalgan replied, a little flustered by how much more mature she looked.

"Unlike a great hero who associates with nobles, my job is to make sure the cows have grass to eat."

Sheela placed her hands on her hips and glared at Dalgan. The sight reminded him of the old days, and he nearly broke into a smile. Malto, however, grew flustered at his beloved daughter's words.

"My apologies, my daughter is just worried… You see, Dalgan-sama has received words of praise not just from nobles, but from His Highness the Crown Prince himself, who took the trouble to come all the way here… Sheela, you were as happy as if it had happened to you back then, were you not."

"Ah, you helped us out then."

Dalgan hurriedly changed the subject. In the past, Craig's visit to this ranch had been officially to thank Dalgan for his cooperation in slaying the dragon, but in reality, he had come to experiment with the pollen poison.

That experiment had involved gathering livestock and every wild animal they could get their hands on. It was not a pleasant memory, but he later heard it had become the trump card used to defeat the Empire's horse-dragon unit. By a twist of fate, he had ended up helping the hero prince defeat two different kinds of dragons.

Because of this history, the relief carved in the Royal Capital depicted Dalgan standing face to face with Ricardo. And compared to the average-sized Ricardo, the brawny Dalgan was, in some ways, the most conspicuous figure.

"More importantly. I'm working on a big job related to His Highness. That's why I came today."

Dalgan stated his business.

"So I heard, the honor of presenting the meat to be served at His Highness the Crown Prince's coronation. Of course, we are making preparations to deliver only the finest, but…"

The rancher's face grew anxious. It was only natural. To have supplied the meat for a new king's coronation would make one a purveyor to the royal family in both name and reality. They would be seen as special even among that group. The responsibility that came with it was immense.

"No, I have no complaints about the product. Well, let's talk inside. Sorry, but could you help me unload that."

Dalgan pointed to the carriage he had arrived in. A rectangular box was tied securely to the cargo bed with heavy ropes.

◇◇

"Well now, this is meat from two weeks ago. I can hardly believe it."

Once they had settled inside, Dalgan took the meat he had brought from the bottom compartment of the refrigerator they had carried in. Malto put a piece of the cut raw meat directly into his mouth. Sheela, doing the same, widened her eyes in amazement.

"Yeah, this thing itself is incredible. It's going to completely revolutionize meat distribution. But we'll talk about that later."

"...Understood. First, please have this."

A plate of red meat was placed before Dalgan. Following their example, he put the uncooked raw meat into his mouth.

"It's more tender."

"We mixed grain into their feed as you instructed. We have been feeding them for longer than the last batch we delivered."

Listening to the rancher's explanation, Dalgan chewed. It was the taste of fresh, unaged meat. A slightly younger cow, perhaps…

"Isn't it beneath the dignity of a young master from a fancy Gold Company to be eating raw meat."

"Hey, Sheela."

Her father admonished her, but Sheela just turned away with a huff. Her blunt tone and attitude brought back a fond nostalgia.

"Ah, no, it's fine. I'm the one making the difficult requests… Right, I have a little souvenir for you two."

Dalgan opened the top section of the refrigerator and took out a ceramic container. When he untied the string holding the lid, a surface of intermingled white and brown appeared. Dalgan carefully scooped it out with a spoon, served it on plates, and placed them before the two.

"What is this?"

"It's a sweet made from cow's milk, sugar, and, I think, a chestnut paste, all mixed and frozen. It's called ice cream. It melts fast, so go on and eat."

"Not fancy, you say, but it's a sweet made with sugar. And it's cold in this hot weather…………"

Sheela started to make a sarcastic remark, but her eyes fell on the slightly melting surface of the ice cream, and she gulped.

"Ho ho, what is this. It is a taste fit for royalty and nobility. Plural's confections have quite the reputation in the Royal Capital."

Malto exclaimed in admiration, the spoon still in his mouth. Dalgan remembered that he did not dislike sweets. But the main reason he had gone out of his way to stop at Plural before leaving was for the other person.

When he told Plural its purpose, she had tried to teach him everything from how to present it to what fruits to serve with it. He listened to the plating instructions, at least, but ignored the part about the fruit. This was not that kind of place.

"...You eat things like this all the time."

The moment a spoonful entered her mouth, Sheela was stunned, then she hastily devoured the rest. A dreamy expression graced her face as she savored the aftertaste. But when she noticed Dalgan's gaze, she suddenly bit her lip.

"Not all the time. I can't eat something this sweet that often. Well, I thought you might like it, Sheela."

"Oh, so this was specifically for my daughter."

"Ah, no, it's related to my work, too. The dessert after my meat course at the coronation banquet is from Plural. It should be at least as good as this."

"I see, that is quite…"

Malto's expression tightened.

"Well, let me see the ranch for a bit. It's been a while."

Dalgan said. It was an action born from an instinctual sense of alarm at having been away from the action for so long. He had not come here with a firm plan in mind.

"Sheela, you can have more. Think of it as a little something for all the trouble you'll be taking for me starting tomorrow."

Dalgan said to Sheela, who for some reason was looking down.

"…It's really… so different now…"

But Sheela did not react to his words, her gaze fixed on the empty plate and spoon.
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			The next day, Dalgan toured the ranch with Sheila, who had been assigned to guide him. First, they went out to the pasture where he watched the grazing cattle from a distance and swung a scythe. Drenched in sweat under the morning sun, he carried the reaped grass back to the cattle shed.

Inside the shed, he saw cattle eating a special feed. They were clearly a size larger than the ones outside.

"Even their hide feels different." Dalgan said, pressing a hand against the back of a cow as it swished its tail.

"It's because we feed them the wheat and bean dregs we get from Kenwell and Belmini, mixed with grass."

"Sorry for the difficult order."

"It's not that much trouble."

"Next up is the butchering, right." Dalgan said, a little perplexed by Sheila's subdued demeanor, so different from the day before.

"Don't go fainting at the sight of blood."

"I'm not that rusty. Besides, it's unusual to slaughter a cow this time of year, isn't it."

Cattle were generally slaughtered before winter. During the winter months when the pastures did not grow, cattle had to be sustained on hay. This was the very work Dalgan had been doing a moment ago. In other words, storing hay required time and space, and that grass had to be reaped during the summer.

Furthermore, cows that could not be fed sufficiently would grow thin over the winter. That was why they were fattened as much as possible from summer through autumn when the grass grew, then turned into meat in the winter. Meat, too, had its season.

"Three years ago, you had us slaughtering cow after cow out of season for the war. Unlike chickens or pigs, they take time to raise, and they don't birth many at once. It must have been a struggle to get your numbers back up."

"We were paid well for it. We also got priority on new carriages. And this time, the meat is an offering for the new king. Thanks to a business partner who's made it big, my father and I have no complaints." Sheila said. Despite claiming to have no complaints, her expression remained downcast.

"One of them was unlucky enough to break a leg, so that's why."

"That's a real misfortune."

Dalgan followed Sheila to the slaughterhouse. Inside were large axes, sharply honed knives, and hammers for breaking bones. Sheila, holding a bloodstained basin, pointed to a cow that was dragging its leg.

…

……

"Phew, after all that, I guess I might be a little rusty." Dalgan said, wiping the sweat from his brow as he left the slaughterhouse. The smell of blood had seeped deep into his nostrils.

"It wasn't a pretty sight."

"Shut up. I can handle a chicken, but I don't get many chances with a cow." Dalgan said to Sheila, who had regained some of her assertiveness.

"Well, I guess you're not in a position to be involved in things like this anymore. That talk yesterday about the refrigerator and the new market. My father said it too. You're seeing a different world. A great merchant with business in two countries."

"Well, it can't be helped when you're over there. I mean, new information comes in every single day. Things that can turn the business world on its head, like that refrigerator, can pop up out of nowhere."

"I suppose so."

"Well, that's precisely why."

There were things he had to confirm for himself. In less than half a day, that feeling had grown stronger. As he ran forward, looking ahead, he was forced to realize what he had left behind.

"I heard you even attended the princess's wedding."

"Oh, yeah. That was exhausting." Dalgan said, flustered as she suddenly brought up a topic from three years ago. That was one time he had even felt sorry for his junior colleague, who had brought it all on himself. Of course, looking at the beautiful woman in the white dress standing next to him, anyone would think it was a small price to pay.

As for Dalgan, if he were to take a wife, he'd pass on anyone who wasn't a bit more grounded.

"That was because the groom is a junior of mine from the academy and a business partner. It wasn't just me, the guys from Plural and Rilka were there too." Dalgan added hastily, expecting another sarcastic remark. Sheila's profile clouded over again.

"That princess and your junior colleague, they're the ones who dragged you to such a dangerous place, right. That new city, it was a land crawling with monsters until just a little while ago. Even now, it's the first place that'll get attacked if something happens."

Sheila bit her lip.

"Well, you're not wrong. But we're thinking of all sorts of ways to prevent that from happening. I don't really get it, but they're watching the flow of magic like you'd read a river. We've got some incredible people when it comes to that sort of thing. So, dangerous things don't happen all that often." Dalgan said. In truth, three years ago, he had fought back against a massive swarm of insects that had invaded to near the main camp by dousing them with a magic catalyst. It had been mostly ineffective, and just when he thought it was over, Maytyl had saved him. Honestly, he thought he was going to die then.

"I don't understand half of what you're saying."

"You want to come visit sometime."

"Huh."

Dalgan had spoken without thinking to the dejected-sounding Sheila.

"To our city. I think you'd get it if you saw it once. I think you'd understand the two people I just mentioned if you spoke with them, too."

As he spoke, he started to think it wasn't a bad idea. Ricardo would surely want to hear the ranch's opinions on meat distribution. And besides, he found himself wanting to show the girl before him the city and the companions he was now working with.

"I can't just leave my work. Isn't this the time of year when the cows fatten up the most."

"Well, yeah, that's true."

"Besides, a country girl like me can't possibly appear before a princess." Sheila said, brushing a piece of straw from her skirt.

"No, if you got properly dressed up. Whoops, never mind." Dalgan stopped himself, realizing he was about to say something out of character.

"More importantly, did you come up with something. That's why you came all the way out to this remote place, right."

"Oh, yeah. I feel like it's right on the tip of my tongue." Dalgan said, touching his throat. The truth was, he had almost completely forgotten about it, his mind occupied by the ranch work he hadn't done in so long and the girl in front of him.

Still, something felt unsettled in his chest. Just as Dalgan tried to figure out what it was, he heard boisterous voices from outside. At the same time, the smell of smoke and burnt fat reached his nose.

When they went around to the back of the slaughterhouse, the ranch hands were gathered around a bonfire. The savory aroma mixed with the smoke grew stronger and stronger.

"Miss, boss. Just in time. We're about to get started."

An older man, whom Dalgan also knew, pointed toward the fire. Skewers of meat of all shapes, some long and thin, some lumpy, were pointed toward the flames.

"Ah, right. Cleaning up." Dalgan said.

This was how they disposed of the offal that couldn't be sold as product. Some parts, like pig intestines, were used for sausage casings, and there was a market for things like liver paste. But unlike meat, organs were difficult to preserve, and dealing with the blood and innards was a lot of trouble. Many parts were not profitable to sell as products. Such cuts were consumed like this by the people at the production site.

"This is what we work for, you might say." another man said jokingly, raising a wooden cup. It was filled with a foaming, yellow liquor.

"You have some too, boss."

The offered skewer held a whitish meat with complex folds. Sheila started to say, "He doesn't eat," but he stopped her with a hand.

"Yeah, I'll have some."

Dalgan took the skewer, opened his mouth wide, and took a bite.

A complex flavor and a chewiness different from regular meat spread through his mouth. Grilled with just a simple sauce, the taste was far from refined, but it was powerful.

"This is the stomach."

"We've got intestines, too. Some of us think this is even tastier."

Dalgan washed it down with ale.

"It's true, this is the best thing to have with ale. The real pleasure of the ranch."

Dalgan paused mid-sentence and lowered the skewer from his mouth. His eyes were fixed on the pile of bloody organs heaped on a board beyond the fire.

"We're looking forward to the stew tonight. Boss, when it comes to cooking innards, no one on the ranch can beat the missus. Gosh, I wonder who she's honing those skills for."

"This man is above eating things like this now." Sheila said, waving her hands in denial. It was then that a path appeared through the fog in Dalgan's mind. A local ingredient that was difficult to preserve. Not for his station. But.

"Hey Sheila, can I get some of the innards. I want to take them with me when I go back."

"What are you saying, have you really gone soft. This stuff goes bad right away. Oh, but I guess it would be fine with that magic box."

At that, Sheila looked at Dalgan with a stunned expression.

"No way, you're going to serve this. The person you're giving it to is the king, right."

Sheila was speechless. Dalgan accepted another skewer and took a bite.

"King or not, he's human. There's no way he won't understand how good this is. That man in particular might even find it amusing. However."

Dalgan looked directly at Sheila.

"So that I don't fail and get my head chopped off. Will you come to my place and help me out." Dalgan said.

"M, my cooking is."

"I'm not going to serve your cooking as it is, of course. But even an elaborate dish is ruined if you don't know how to handle the ingredients. Please, I need you."

"Um, well."

A blush crept into Sheila's cheeks. The workers, who had been watching to see what would happen, fell silent.

"Well, you know. This could expand our business, I mean. So, if possible, I'd like you to help me for good, but is that no good." Dalgan pressed on. Things like this were all about momentum.

Sheila looked down.

"My father's been saying he wants to get me off his hands, even as a concubine or whatever. If you'll let me eat that ice cream every day, I'll go with you." she said, then turned her face away. Her ears were red too.

"You idiot. A merchant can't let his wife indulge in such luxuries, or the business will go under. Ahem, once a week at best." Dalgan said with a laugh. Sheila, still looking down, gave a tiny nod.

The silent gathering erupted with a cheer. The workers began toasting, teasing the two of them. One after another, skewers were held out to be roasted over the fire.

"Wait, wait, you'll eat the share I'm supposed to take back. Oh, whatever, just bring out the regular meat. It's on me."

At Dalgan's words, the man who had just said "I like this stuff better" cheerfully replied, "Now that's generous." The lid of a barrel of ale was smashed open.

A chaotic celebration began, surrounding the two of them.

◇◇

The next day, the two of them were in a carriage heading north.

"Honestly, this doesn't bode well for the future." Sheila said with an exasperated look inside the swaying carriage.

"Can't be helped. After that, Malto's old man made me drink a ton too." Dalgan moaned, his face pale, as Sheila, her confidence fully restored, rubbed his back.
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			It was that afternoon when the situation I had been dreading finally occurred.

My shop has its own kitchen for checking the quality of the vegetables and preparing dishes to entice customers. It is located at the back of the store, with a rear entrance leading out to the yard.

In this back room, a space where I should have been able to relax, I stood bolt upright.

Before me was a woman with bright purple hair, working with the back of a rectangular shelf opened up. She looked to be enjoying herself immensely, humming a tune as she proceeded with her task.

She herself had apparently intended to choose the most inconspicuous attire possible. The fabric alone, however, revealed her noble station.

The task she, Princess Maytyl, was now performing was the installation of a prototype refrigerator in the kitchen.

It seems adjustments are necessary before moving the unit, as its performance is affected by the temperature and humidity of its location. Having heard from Vinaldira about the difficulties in selecting a magical catalyst, I had spent yesterday turning the kitchen upside down to clear out the spot with the most favorable conditions. Incidentally, I had been utterly convinced that Noel would be the one coming.

That had been the case for Rilka’s place. Well, even so, that would have normally meant a visit from a court magician of all people.

Vinder, and Noel. Why would they do this to me.

To think that nightmare, the same scene I witnessed once before at Vinder’s place, would come to pass. A princess diligently working in my own shop. And of all places, the one for which I am responsible.

As I was lost in thought over something I had lost, Maytyl-sama stood up.

"Alright, it’s started up, for now."

Phew, she said, dabbing the sweat from her brow with a handkerchief. See, there it is, her disguise is slipping. That handkerchief with the gold thread embroidery must be worth more than a regular craftsman’s monthly salary. It completely ruins the image of a furniture maker who just delivered a custom shelf.

"Is something the matter."

"No, it’s just, well, I thought for sure that Noel would be coming."

"Ah, Noel is the leader of this project. It’s only natural for me, her subordinate, to be the one to do the work, wouldn’t you agree."

Maytyl smiled as if enjoying her position. I silently apologized to Noel, whom I had resolved to complain to the next time we met.

I’m sorry for doubting you, Noel. You were a comrade in arms. Vinder was the only one who set me up.

"Now then, as for how to use it."

"Yes, I am ready for your instruction."

I said, remaining ramrod straight.

"You don’t have to be so stiff. Look, I’m here incognito."

Maytyl-sama said, fluttering her handkerchief. Yes, I know you are a friendly person. We have known each other for a long time now, and as long as I act normally, things are fine. It is just that the sight of you "working" for my benefit, well, I do not have the mental fortitude to enjoy such a situation.

Besides, even if we are fine with it, if someone from the outside were to complain, it could turn into an international incident.

So, this shelf’s arrangement was quite a challenge. Air circulation is vital for keeping the temperature inside the box constant. You can make fine adjustments to the temperature with this upper and lower gear. But it still has some unstable aspects. Call me if anything happens. You see, if it shuts off once, you won’t be able to restart it yourselves.

"Y, yes. I will be careful."

I etched it into my mind. No matter how carefully I handled it, I could not be careful enough. If something were to happen, I would have to go to the Empire’s consulate and ask the Consul to visit again.

◇◇

"It’s, it’s over. In so many ways."

After seeing Maytyl-sama off as she boarded her carriage from the back entrance, I returned to the kitchen and sank to the floor, my hands pressed against it.

"Nee-chan, who was that stunningly beautiful woman."

Kaito called out to me. I told him to stay hidden.

I looked up at my younger brother, sent by my father three days ago under the pretext of checking on the branch store. He had gotten quite dashing in the time I had not seen him. He is fifteen now, after all. Just a little younger than me.

"Hey Nee-chan, why are you collapsed on the floor."

"Kaito."

"W, what is it now. You stood up so suddenly. You have a scary look in your eyes."

"I’m about to tell you something important, so listen very carefully. First, you will erase what you just saw from your memory. I believe it was all some kind of mistake."

I had to educate him properly. Maytyl-sama is one of the most powerful women in the world. Depending on the circumstances, she is a person who could even ascend to the imperial throne.

Common sense is important. Just yesterday, I took him on a tour of the futures market, and the one who showed us around was Alfina of all people. If he gets the wrong idea that all princesses are like those two, his life could be in danger in the future.

"Oh, and I forgot something important. That person is the one who saved your sister’s life, so be grateful."

"Didn’t you just tell me to forget."

Kaito tilted his head. Your big sister’s relationships are complicated, they really are.

◇◇

"This is no good. This one is looking nice. This one, it might be better not to use it at all. Hmmm."

I lined up the vegetables that had been stored in the refrigerator for several days, checking the condition of each one and writing it down in my notebook. The beans are fine. Turnips and other root vegetables are also generally good, but it seems some of them actually spoil faster. The problem is the most important one.

"Ah, the beautiful emerald sheen is gone."

I placed a shriveled, yellowed lettuce leaf on my palm.

"Nee-chan."

"It’s not just the type, there are subtle differences depending on the location too." For example, the leafy greens placed on the upper shelves are more withered.

"I wonder if the temperature and humidity are slightly different."

I imagined what was happening inside the devil’s box, recalling the usual precautions for storing vegetables. I wrote down the results and my analysis in a grid-lined chart.

"Hey, Nee-chan."

"Oh, ah, Kaito, what is it."

"Well, some new vegetables arrived out front."

When I finally reacted to my brother’s voice, he peered at my hands.

"It looks like you’re doing something a scholar would do."

My brother’s eyes went wide. What is he talking about, this is perfectly normal. Things have firm rules, even if they are not visible. By comparing conditions like this, you can reveal those invisible rules.

"You are studying properly, aren’t you."

I said, feeling a little worried. My brother had also enrolled in the Royal Academy.

"I am. At the academy with the paintings of you and your friends’ great deeds."

"Don’t mention that."

My brother seemed a little dissatisfied that he could not have a normal academy life. I never had a normal academy life either.

"Move a little, I need to check the upper box too."

I stood up and opened the top section of the refrigerator. A pleasant chill wafted out. I am still not used to this part of the room being the dead of winter, even though it is summer. I checked the vegetables on the tray.

"The boiled ones last quite a long time. Kaito."

"W, what is it."

"You ate the ice cream, didn’t you."

I said, looking at the half-empty ceramic container. It was a gift from Plurala-senpai. A get-well-soon present and a request to taste-test a prototype, apparently. Although we are north of the Royal Capital, it is already summer. The season for delicious ice cream.

Cold, sweet, and rich. Its flavor was beyond reproach. The texture had become even smoother recently, in particular. The moments I spent eating this were the only times I felt truly glad to have taken on this difficult task.

Though it does make me a little anxious to know that Plurala-senpai’s efforts with the refrigerator are going so well.

"It can’t be helped. Unlike you, Nee-chan, I can only eat it when I’m here."

"Even I can’t eat it that easily. This is not for sale, it might even end up being served at a coronation ceremony. So don’t go carelessly talking about it."

Speaking of which, Dalgan-senpai, who crossed the river to visit a client’s ranch, apparently went out of his way to buy ice cream before he left. I did not think he had such a sweet tooth.

"This shop has too many secrets. Even the new vegetables that just arrived are kinds I’ve never seen before."

Kaito said with an exasperated look.

"If you want sweets, eat some Yokan. You’re a vegetable seller’s son, aren’t you."

I changed the subject. If it were Rilka, she would probably nod and agree with me.

"That’s a luxury item in its own right too. But ice cream is tastier. Especially this time of year."

He said something unbecoming of a vegetable seller’s son. The Yokan has become a specialty of Central Garden. Natalie’s mastery of how to use the Empire’s beans has further expanded the repertoire. It cannot be helped that it is at a disadvantage against ice cream, though.

Well, the red bean paste has a unique flavor, so it is steadily gaining enthusiasts, and the limits of demand are not yet in sight. It also pairs well with ice cream and other frozen desserts.

That dish Vinder came up with the other day, with coarse red bean paste mixed into shaved ice and topped with a syrup made from boiled milk and sugar, was the absolute best.

Naturally, our business, which supplies the high-grade beans for it, and the businesses we supply to, are all profiting. It is a sweet deal we have secured in the luxury confectionary market.

At the main store in the Royal Capital, bean and green tea transactions now account for a significant portion of business. According to Dad’s letter that Kaito brought, profits are growing beyond all expectations.

Well, I am sure that comes with its own set of troubles.
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			"Hah, just how far are you planning on taking this, sis."

"...Huh?"

I tilted my head. I did not understand what my younger brother was saying.

"Um, are you talking about the Reizouko?"

If that was the case, he should be telling Vinder, not me. Just as I was about to say so, my brother shook his head.

"The beans, and that herbal tea. The green herbal tea especially was expensive, only drunk like medicine in a very small number of regions, but thanks to the ice cream and Yokan, its sales in the Royal Capital are booming. On top of that, you have even started exporting it to the Empire from here, right."

"Well, the volume is not that large yet."

Exports to the Empire have only just begun. It is only gaining interest because of the rumor that Maytyl-sama enjoys soba kneaded with green tea. The fact that it can be preserved as a powder is a big factor too.

"Not that large... We are monopolizing a trade that crosses national borders, you know."

"Well, for now, I guess."

"Listen, sis, you do not even realize what an incredible thing you are doing."

"No, I know we are making a profit, but..."

"This is about more than just that. Even leaving aside the exports, the beans and that herb are both grown in lands where things like wheat do not grow well in the Kingdom, right. And soba too, though that is not directly related to us."

"Well, yes. The good land is used for wheat. Vegetables are unfortunately treated as a side-show..."

I nodded at my brother's words. Land that was fertile and had abundant water would first become a wheat field.

"With your revolutionary new products, you have expanded the market for those side-shows into the luxury sphere. In the east, there are villages that think of you as a goddess. Kurtheite and its surroundings in particular went through a lot during the war with the Empire. I am not kidding when I say some people survived because of this business."

I heard stories about how, when Dad went to one village for business, the village chief grabbed both his hands and thanked him profusely. I wondered who they were talking about.

"Um, you know, the sweets are so popular because Plural-senpai and Natalie are working so hard..."

And most of the time, I am just doing what Vinder tells me to.........

"...My own contribution is really quite small."

I myself am nothing more than the daughter of a vegetable seller.

Even if I have connections with a princess and an imperial princess, even if my classmates are ministers in two different countries. Even if we hold enough influence to sway the direction of this city in some small way. Even if I am one of the first to know the secret of a revolutionary magic tool that could change the entire food business from now on.

Being in a position so far beyond my station is painful. Especially for me, since unlike him, I have a proper sense of self preservation. I remembered the meeting at Rilka's house the other day.

"Of course, it is not all just praise, right."

This time, my brother nodded at my words.

"Well, considering the mess in the Royal Capital, there is no doubt we will be in trouble if we do not stand our ground here..."

So things really are getting quite complicated over there. I understand that with the reorganization of the Kingdom's upper echelons, those who failed to get on board with the development of this city, Central Garden, or even those who are losing out because of it, would try to do something.

There is a faction that is definitely hoping for us to fail on the grand stage of the coronation ceremony. Well, that is to be expected when we have made this much money and stirred up the market this much.

"Has anything happened in the Royal Capital?"

"...For now, it is just resentment and snide remarks. They can not make a move on us, the purveyor to the house of Grand Duchess Bertold and a subordinate of the Food Guild Master. But still, they must be..."

"Thinking about what to do, right."

My brother nodded. The companies that hold no good will for us are strengthening their ties. Kenwell has a handle on the Food Guild, but even that has its limits. Kenwell's policy has always been hands-off, after all.

"Yes, this really is important."

I looked at the Reizouko. It was our trump card, a way for Central Garden to show its commitment to the new king and the Kingdom, and to prove that our existence is a benefit to many other merchants as well.

We would make the coronation ceremony the greatest deterrent against those who wish to obstruct us. We would show that our presence is ultimately a benefit to everyone. Anyone will put up with things and suppress their emotions if they think they stand to gain.

Besides, if we were to fail and one of us met an unjust fate............ there is someone who would likely do something reckless.

"...Good grief, what have I gotten myself caught up in."

I let out a sigh. I know what has to be done. That is a separate issue from my exasperation with the position I find myself in.

"If it is that much trouble, why not just get a husband and let him handle it. You could still have your pick of the litter right now."

"What. That is impossible."

I denied it reflexively. Let someone else handle what I am doing...? There is no way that could happen. The environment I am in is far too unique...

"A, and anyway, there is no way I could just abandon Rilka and the others, you know."

I answered with a strained smile. Also, I wish he would not say ominous things like "right now" or "still."

"A, anyway, for now, I am focusing on this. You need to help me, Kaito."

I said to my brother. Just preserving vegetables in the Reizouko presented a number of problems.

◇◇

"Am I starting to see it..."

At night, I sat at my desk, staring at a memo. Below each vegetable was a circle, a triangle, or an X. The results were all over the place for the wide variety of vegetables. I focused on a type of potato.

"They look like the same kind, yet only the ones from the Kingdom turned to mush, while the ones from the Empire are fine."

I carefully poked the surface of the potato. One had a firm hardness, while the other returned an unpleasant sensation to my finger.

"Well, I will just use it for dinner tomorrow... but why, I wonder."

I was troubled. Are they actually different types that just look similar? But they taste the same. Hmmm...

"Sis. Do not push yourself too hard."

A stole was draped over my shoulders.

"That is pretty considerate of you, Kaito. But I would have preferred something a little thinner."

I said. The thickness of this fabric was a bit too warm.

"You think so? It gets pretty cold at night, though."

"For someone so young... so pathetic for a man."

"You have just gotten used to it."

Kaito's face soured. Gotten used to it... I grew up in a warm region, but I have been here for three years now. The first winter was certainly tough...

"Wait a second, maybe that is it..."

I returned to my memo. Could it be related to the temperature of the place they were grown............

◇◇

My guess was correct. When I raised the temperature slightly, the vegetables that had previously worsened in quality after being put in the refrigerator became remarkably well preserved.

It was obvious when you thought about it. Unlike meat or cheese, vegetables are alive. If you plant one that has been in storage, it might even sprout.

"O, okay. M, maybe I will try raising the temperature a little more."

Looking at my memo, I slowly turned the gear behind the Reizouko. The small *kachi, kachi* sounds were terrible for my heart.

"This is so frustrating. Why not just turn it faster."

"There is no way I could do that. What would I do if it broke."

Just imagining it made my body tremble.

"............Please let this work."

I offered a prayer to the Reizouko and went back to the front of the shop. I could not neglect my main business either. Even as I did this, new vegetables were arriving from the Empire. I was too busy.

I really do want a dependable husband. But I do not even have the time to look for one. Well, it is not just me, everyone in Central Garden is the same, so I suppose it cannot be helped.
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			"The temperature is set, but. Hmm, there's still a problem," I muttered as I closed the refrigerator. To be honest, I was worried about having moved the dial by three whole notches, but there was a bigger issue.

"They're wilted after all."

The next problem was the leafy vegetables. The inside of the refrigerator was not just cold. The circulating air made it dry. It was even worse near the vent that blew out cold air. To put it bluntly, it was like making dried fish in winter.

So, I tried covering them with a damp cloth. It helped a little, but the cloth itself dried out quickly, and more water collected in the drip pan. I thought my heart would stop when I saw the overflow soaking the floor.

Of course, I was not worried about the floor, which could simply be wiped clean.

"Do you really have to be so particular? Just being able to properly store some things is already a huge difference, isn't it? Dad would flip if he saw this."

"I know, but. My responsibility is the salad. I can't just accept the leafy greens going bad."

I believe leafy vegetables are what make vegetables what they are. Flowers and fruits only exist because of the leaves.

"And even if I say the temperature is set, that's still a problem too."

Yesterday was our usual gathering. I asked Dalgan-senpai and Rilka, but it seemed they were not having much trouble with storage. They did not seem to be adjusting the temperature either. In fact, they were full of praise for the initial settings.

It looked like everyone was struggling to develop menu items using the refrigerator, though. I was getting anxious, knowing I was the only one still stuck at the storage stage.

◇◇

"This is not good. These vegetables here should be under the same conditions, but the results are different from last time."

I compared the vegetables to my notes. Was their shape different?

"Oh, I see. The root vegetables next to them are blocking the airflow."

Temperature and dryness. Those two factors intertwined, making the conditions more difficult. As long as I insisted on using living, fresh ingredients, it was a problem that would always follow. But they were essential conditions for a salad.

"In that case, maybe a box or something. But space is precious. The refrigerator isn't just for vegetables."

I desperately tried to think of how I could make the vegetables work with the refrigerator. Ah, why am I the only one struggling so much.

"Sis, I'm done recording the data for the boxes on the upper shelf."

Kite spoke to me as I lay facedown on the desk with my arms stretched out. I had asked him to handle the frozen vegetable preservation. Thanks to him, I could focus on the lower section. Kite, who had once joked about marrying into the family to take over, was gradually becoming more cooperative.

Well, it seemed he was starting to understand what was happening in this city. This was especially prominent in the Empire, but the threat of monsters was decreasing, production itself was rising, and transport capabilities were improving. And now, the refrigerator would extend storage life. A great change in food production and distribution was coming. He had apparently realized he was on the very front line of it all.

Production, transport, and storage would all expand in tandem. Honestly, I had no idea how far ahead that Vinder fellow was looking. But what if vegetables held everything back. That would not just affect this one event, but.

"There's something I'm a little worried about."

"Worried? Tell me."

I nodded at my brother's serious expression.

"It's about our business. You know, this refrigerator is going to be sold widely from now on, right?"

"That's right. It's expensive, of course, and you need magic crystals to run it, so it'll be for nobles and great merchants."

Even so, Vinder was planning to make hundreds of them.

"That means meat and dairy products and things like that will become much easier to eat than they are now, right?"

"Yes. Oh, I see. I'm glad you're starting to understand, as your older sister."

In short, my brother was worried that the status of vegetables would decline in relative terms. I understood, because I had worried about it a little myself when I first heard. But.

"It'll be fine."

"How can you be so sure?"

"Because vegetables are important. Especially fresh vegetables."

I had asked Vinder once. What would happen to vegetables if meat and honey became much easier to eat than before. "They will become even more important than they are now, at least for humans to live healthy lives." That was Vinder's answer.

Normally, I would not believe something like that so easily. Well, I suppose you could call it trust, in a sense, built up over time. In a very specific sense. Compared to the glittering sweets from Plural Company, the rich meat from Dalgan Company, and the cheese and eggs from Tritt Company, Vinder had never once looked down on our products.

I remembered when Maytyl-sama had just arrived in the kingdom. Vinder had tried so hard to get her to eat vegetables.

I did not really understand all the talk about vitamins and dietary fiber. But vegetables have a role that only they can fill. I believe that is certain.

"So, it'll be fine. Well, as long as I do my part."

"You seem to really trust him."

Kite said with a pout.

"No, he puts me through a lot of trouble. He really does. Thanks to him, I'm stuck with this."

I looked at the refrigerator. The more I understood, the more problems I discovered. To begin with, some vegetables are easier to preserve than meat. This means the advantage provided by the refrigerator can be quite small for them.

And yet, their requirements are different from other foods. There was no way we could get another unit just for vegetables.

"I hear that lord of disaster you're supposed to trust is soaked in alcohol every day, though."

My brother's face looked like he wanted to say something.

Come to think of it, I had heard that Vinder was chilling white wine and drinking it. According to Natalie, he was even adding sugar to the wine. That itself was not unusual, apart from the fact that it was an outrageous luxury.

He is in charge of the aperitif. He must be planning to pull something.

"Kite. I'm telling you this for your own good. You'll be in for a world of hurt if you underestimate Vinder."

◇◇

"Sigh, I knew this would happen."

"Sis."

I was pressing my forehead against the desk again. At a temperature suitable for vegetables, other foods spoiled faster. In addition, vegetables that were already easy to preserve became casualties.

And then there was the dryness. I looked at the yellowed lettuce.

"Looks like we're having this stewed for dinner again."

Kite gave a wry smile. I looked down at the massive pile of notes. I felt like I was trying to untie a knot that could not be untied.

"You need to start thinking about the recipe soon, or it's going to be bad, right?"

"I'm not satisfied."

"No, normally, you'd give up by now."

"I'm not satisfied."

"..."

I glared resentfully at the refrigerator. It was certainly an amazing device. That was exactly why I was not satisfied. Why did my lovely vegetables have to conform to the refrigerator. Vinder said vegetables were important, didn't he.

"That's it. It's not the vegetables' fault."

"S, Sis. What's gotten into you all of a sudden?"

"The refrigerator should conform to the vegetables. Or if not that, then there needs to be a place inside the refrigerator for vegetables. A place for vegetables, not for meat or cheese!"

I brought over a large wooden box from the kitchen.

"Sis, what are you doing?"

I removed a partition in the lower part of the refrigerator to make space.

"That imperial princess said something about air circulation being important, right? Besides, if you do that and it breaks..."

My hand froze with a jolt. I had heard Maytyl-sama say she had worked hard to make the airflow on these shelves uniform. But uniform was not good enough.

"If it breaks, it breaks. I'll just tell Vinder to bring me a replacement."

I steeled myself and pushed the box I had brought into the refrigerator.

"That's completely different from what you were saying before. And your eyes look scary."

"Hmph. Vegetables are important. Since he said so, he can just take responsibility for his words."

◇◇

"Alright."

I nibbled on a lettuce leaf I had taken from the box within the box. The lettuce had kept its crispness. I had finally figured out the conditions. Next was the all important salad recipe. But I halfway had the answer to that already.

"Kite!"

"Y, yes."

"Write a letter to Dad and have him get everything I'm about to list. It's cutting it close for the season, so tell him to hurry."

I made a list of the ingredients I wanted him to procure for the coronation ceremony and handed it to Kite. If the leaves were fine, then these ingredients should work too.

"O, okay. But what about you, Sis?"

My brother asked, seeing me take off my apron.

"I'm heading to the university for a bit. Right, I have to call on Vinder too. I need him to come with me. And I'll probably have to ask Maytyl-sama to come as well."

I needed them to improve the refrigerator.

I had to have them change the refrigerator's design, for the sake of my cute vegetables. And it was Vinder's responsibility.

"The Lord of Disaster, the Court Magus, and an Imperial Princess of the Empire. You're going to tell people like that to change something they decided just for your convenience?"

Hey, my brother is pulling away. Even though he was fawning over that last person at first.

"Th, this is normal. I, it's fine. He pushed this on me knowing it would involve things like this. Besides..."

I gathered up the notes scattered across the desk.

"With this much data, I won't let them say a single word against it."

"Sis. I really don't think you're getting married anytime soon."

My brother said, looking exasperated. I told you not to say such unlucky things. I'm still just as fresh as this lettuce.

Oops, I should think about happier things. Right, when this is all over, I'll go eat some of Plural's ice cream. I have to give myself a little reward. Alright, I feel like I can do this.
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			Central Garden was a city situated halfway between the Kingdom and the Empire. Being newly built, it had no tradition or history to speak of. It did, however, possess a number of rare and delicious foods that could be eaten nowhere else. Its reputation had even reached the Royal Capital and the Imperial Capital.

The Central Garden branch of the Plural Company was especially renowned.

It boasted a prime location between the central plaza and the convention center. Merchants visiting for business would almost invariably stop by. The new products, not yet sold even at the main branch in the Royal Capital, held value as information in their own right. And now that word of the calamity’s end had begun to spread, nobles could even be seen visiting from the capital to escape the summer heat.

The main attraction was a black confection called chocolate, made using a nut called cacao, imported from the Empire. Because it kept for a long time, it was also popular as a souvenir. It was now even said to be a secret weapon for nobles in their negotiations.

Naturally, the company had a private room for such special guests. In that room, which was normally used only by aristocratic clientele, sat a man and a woman who looked like they had just gotten off work from their own family business.

The man sat with his arms crossed, leaning back as if puffing out his chest. In contrast, the woman next to him nervously eyed the lavish furnishings.

"You can’t seem to sit still. Before we came here, weren’t you the one demanding I treat you to ice cream every day?"

"That was because I didn’t know the price. If I ate that stuff every day, the shop would go under."

Sheila retorted to Dalgan’s teasing words. As the future mistress of the shop, she had started learning how to read the ledgers and knew the extent of their profits, but she couldn’t shake the mindset of a rancher’s daughter. Just today, she had been covered in blood alongside the shop staff, learning how to handle innards.

The immense task of creating the coronation menu, along with all the new things she had to learn. She had been so busy she hadn’t even had a moment to enjoy the new city. In fact, she had barely stepped outside for the past week.

That was why her heart had fluttered when Dalgan said he was taking her to the Plural Company. It was their first time going out together. And that first time was at a famous establishment whose name was known even in the Royal Capital.

But now, having been led to this special private room in the back of the shop, she felt tense, aware of how out of place they were.

"Sorry for the wait."

The door opened, and a slender man with glasses, dressed like a butler, came in.

"Is ‘sorry for the wait’ any way to greet a customer?"

"Strictly speaking, you aren’t customers. Using this room is a sign of respect for the lady with you. On a related note, we just closed for the day, and this isn’t an official product yet."

In his hands were two glass bowls, each holding black ice cream.

"What, no fancy fruit like usual?" Dalgan said, despite having ignored Plural’s advice to add fruit to the ice cream he brought as a souvenir. But Plural shook his head.

"I might cut corners with you, but I would never do so with a lady. This doesn’t need such things."

Plural set the two dishes on the table. The ice cream, which had been scooped with a special spoon to create a wavy pattern, was arranged like flower petals. Its color was a deep, dark brown.

Sheila was a little taken aback by the color. But having already learned how delicious ice cream was, she couldn’t resist and picked up her spoon.

"…"

She cautiously put it in her mouth, and as it melted on her tongue, her spoon began to tremble.

"How is it?"

Plural asked his friend’s fiancée politely. But Sheila could only nod repeatedly.

"No joke, this is the most, um, delicious thing I’ve ever eaten."

That was her impression when she finally managed to speak.

"Well, it’s not half bad," Dalgan said. Part of him wanted to appear worldly for his girlfriend, but he was also familiar with chocolate’s ever-increasing sophistication. He didn’t voice his admiration, however.

"I’ve poured three years into this. Even so, the cacao nut is a fruit whose depths I have yet to see. And this is an ice cream infused with it. I would say that chocolate ice cream is our finest product at present."

"I see. So this is your menu for the coronation."

Sheila’s shoulders jumped at Dalgan’s words. Her surprise at eating such a dish was mixed with an understanding that it was certainly worthy. She had heard rumors of a black confection being brought in from the Empire.

It was sweeter than the chestnut-infused ice cream he had brought to the ranch as a souvenir. But that sweetness was countered by what could only be called the bitterness of the cacao. This bitterness was likely what allowed it to be so sweet.

An intense richness and sweetness. A meltingly smooth texture. A type of flavor she had never experienced before. It was, frankly, abnormally delicious. She would have believed it if she were told it was a confection served only at the royal palace.

She was in the same position of having to plan a coronation menu, but this was on another level entirely.

"True, no one could complain about this. But the Crown Prince is the host, and most of the guests will be men, right?"

Dalgan looked at his friend searchingly. Plural’s cheeks twisted into a wry smile.

"That’s right. It’s too sweet to serve to men. Though it has a powerful flavor, it’s still geared towards women. Dessert determines the final impression, so it’s a difficult point."

"If you ask me, I prefer plain chocolate, and with less sugar. That would go well enough with a strong liquor."

"Well, you have a point. Besides, this time, it’s not enough to just serve something rare or delicious."

Sheila’s eyes widened at the exchange between her boyfriend and his friend. She couldn’t understand the senses of two people who would find fault with this confection that was the best she’d ever had, no, that was beyond the best.

"I know. We’re struggling with that too. Though thanks to her, we’re starting to see the way forward."

"Hoh hoh. Is this a case where I should be the one to say, ‘my, what a treat to see’?"

◇◇

Their talk came to an end, and the two began to make their way home. Sheila, still basking in the afterglow of the chocolate ice cream, felt as if she were in a dream.

The companies in Central Garden were all clustered together, so the walk home was a short one. In front of their sign, a woman who was passing by stopped.

"Ah, Dalgan-senpai, good even… Huh? Who, who’s that next to you!?"

Sherry stopped in surprise. Her eyes were glued to Sheila, who had her arm linked with Dalgan’s, leaning against him.
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			"…" "…"

Plural was at his wit’s end, faced with two juniors wearing sullen expressions. He knew why. The previous evening, Dalgan and his group had run into Sherry on their way out.

"You knew, didn’t you, Plural-senpai."

"The story is he won her over with ice cream…"

Rilka’s and Sherry’s gazes pierced Plural.

"N, no, well… I only saw her for the first time the other day."

As much as women love sweets, they could not compete with talk of love. He understood that, but he was still on edge, worried the precious ice cream would melt.

"She’s nineteen."

"That’s early to get married, isn’t it…"

Rilka and Sherry said.

"No, nineteen isn’t really… Never mind."

Among the sort of people who attended the Royal Academy, it was not uncommon for even commoners to marry at nineteen after graduation. But for others, it could be as early as fifteen or sixteen. Of course, he could not say such a thing out loud.

"…It’s because of that disaster. For your generation, I’m sure many people had no time for such things."

He found himself offering this defense, wondering why it had to be him.

"Speaking of winning someone over with sweets, Vinder had an interesting idea."

Plural tried to redirect the women’s interest back to chocolate, mentioning his junior’s idea of creating a day where women give chocolate to men. It had come up while they were discussing how to sell chocolate.

"Is that like saying, ‘I have the financial means to give you chocolate, so what do you think?’"

"…Unbelievable. That would be counterproductive, wouldn’t it."

The two shot the idea down in an instant. Their expressions were frightening.

"I know, right. I said the same thing."

Since it was Vinder’s idea, he had decided to ask the women just in case, but Plural himself had judged the marketing tactic a failure. That junior of his sometimes came up with these offbeat ideas. Well, he was offbeat in other situations too.

"…Well. Sheila-chan. She seemed nice."

"…Yeah. I hope we can get along with her…"

The two returned to the topic of Dalgan’s fiancée. The ice cream was on the verge of collapsing, even though he had been chilling the plates in the REIZOUKO.

""Thank you for the treat.""

The two of them put down their spoons at almost the same time. Their earlier bad mood had vanished.

"So, what do you think."

Relieved he had made it just in time, Plural asked for their opinions.

"It has to be this one. As expected of you."

"…I was absolutely sure it would be this one, too."

The two gave it high praise.

"…I can’t imagine it being anything but this one either."

He said with a sigh. It was a testament to the fact that he himself was not yet satisfied.

"I do think it’s too sweet for a man’s palate, but…"

"This level of sweetness is the optimal solution for ice cream. I’ve made countless prototypes. It would have been impossible without a REIZOUKO."

"So that’s why you’ve been running out of chocolate so quickly lately. How much did you use."

"Just as you suspect. Well, it doesn’t matter how much I use, there’s no such thing as too much. That’s the whole point, so it’s fine."

Plural did not mention that his subordinates had actually complained. The head of accounting was particularly fussy.

"You’d think anyone would be satisfied after eating this," Rilka said, exasperated.

But Plural shook his head.

"A cooking utensil that can maintain a constant low temperature is something that might as well have been made for us. That’s precisely why something ordinary won’t do."

At Plural’s words, the two of them gave a wry smile, as if to say this was anything but ordinary.

"Oh, right, this is a little something for you. A return gift for the samples."

Rilka produced a wooden box. When Plural opened it, he saw a smooth surface as white as cream. A faint, sour aroma pricked his nose.

"This is cheese."

"Yes. It’s enriched with cream instead of being made with regular milk. Unlike the normal kind, it spoils quickly, so it’s only made where it’s produced, and only in the winter. I thought it might be easy to use in sweets. It’s also low in salt."

"I see, so this is another thing made possible by the REIZOUKO. Hmm, I might be able to combine this with chocolate to create a new flavor."

Plural hummed as he tasted the soft cheese he had scooped from the surface. It was true. Its texture and flavor were perfect for making confections. Plus, it had a richness that could stand up to chocolate.

As for the color, a two-layered cake of black and white might be beautiful…

"Then, here’s something from me. I tried a different way of grinding the tea. I know how unusually particular you are about texture, Plural-senpai."

Sherry took out a small jar. When she opened the lid, he saw a green powder inside.

"I appreciate it. That’s right, please take some chocolate home with you. Your brother is visiting, isn’t he. Would he prefer something less sweet."

Plural said.

"…Chocolate is wasted on a guy like him. He said something like, ‘I won’t be getting married anytime soon.’"

The mood, which had just relaxed, tensed up again. It seemed he had stepped on a landmine at the very last second.

◇◇

"Combining two rich ingredients like this should be reckless, yet this flavor… Truly impressive, Plural-san."

Natalie said from the kitchen, having just eaten a two-layered black and white cake. Plural found it amusing that her praise was mixed with a hint of frustration.

He had served the recipe he had just tried today to her when she came to deliver sugar. It was a two-layered creation of cheese mousse and chocolate mousse. To ensure the cheese was not overpowered by the chocolate, he used it to its absolute limit. The base was made of crushed, salty baked sweets for a textural accent.

"Including the base, the white layer is a traditional recipe, but the combination with chocolate is interesting, don’t you think."

"It is. But the smoothness of this cheese is…"

"I tweaked it a little to match the new cheese I got from Tritt."

Plural said casually. Natalie’s eyes lit up as she was about to take a second bite.

"I see… This incongruity between the top and bottom layers means the recipe isn’t finalized yet, does it."

Natalie analyzed as she slowly savored her second bite, as if scrutinizing it.

"You noticed. That’s right. It’s not even at the prototype stage yet, to be honest."

Plural grinned at her frank opinion. This was exactly why he felt compelled to show her something he would never normally let anyone else see.
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			"I see you’ve noticed. That’s right."

Plural grinned at Natalie, who had calmly analyzed the chocolate and cheese cake.

"Which means this isn’t the recipe for the enthronement ceremony, is it."

"Correct. The balance of the two layers is off, of course. The texture, the color balance, everything lacks refinement. It won’t be ready in time."

"You’re as particular as ever. So, you’re going with the chocolate ice cream after all."

"The sweetness is one thing, of course, but if you ask me whether that is the ultimate Cacaulus dessert..."

"I see. The defining characteristic of Cacaulus isn’t just its richness, but its aroma."

"Exactly. Ice cream is wonderful, but it inevitably dulls the flavor of the Cacaulus. And this time, there’s the matter of the Reizouko to consider separately. It’s quite the dilemma."

Plural glanced at the rectangular box that occupied the seat of honor in the kitchen.

"Speaking of which, what is he up to?"

"Did you not hear about it when Sherry came by?"

"...I had other things on my mind then. I only heard a little. Something about how she went to him with an idea to improve the Reizouko, only to find him drinking with Maytyl-sama and Mia in the middle of the day."

Plural recalled how Sherry had looked downcast after venting about Dalgan.

"Well, I suppose you can’t blame her for getting upset, seeing them having a party with chilled white wine in the afternoon while she was struggling."

"According to Alfina-sama, they were just drinking the failed experiments so they wouldn’t go to waste. I wonder what he plans to do with sugar. He wouldn’t tell me since he wasn’t sure himself."

"Well, he is a Vinder. He wouldn’t just serve plain chilled wine. Thanks to him, Rilka, who is in charge of the appetizers, is worried sick."

"She has to consider the pairing with the aperitif, after all."

The idea that his junior would do something ordinary was simply not conceivable. This was a truth shared by all of them.

"You’ve been a great help today. Well, I think I’ll experiment a little more."

Plural stood up, tools in hand. He was already busy with his daily duties, so developing new menu items was always a nighttime affair. The craftsmen who had been roped into helping with the irregular new cream cheese menu yesterday had been sent home early today.

"If you don’t mind, could I help you?" Natalie asked, looking around the deserted kitchen.

"But..." Plural hesitated, glancing at the dark window outside.

"I don’t have an assignment this time. And considering how this all started, I feel I should at least help a little."

Natalie smiled sweetly.

"Besides, I’m interested in how to use the Reizouko. You know, temperature is crucial when setting gelatin."

He knew that the Reizouko, which should have originally gone to Natalie, was being delayed because of Sherry's improvement proposal.

"Alright then, I’d appreciate the help."

Plural nodded.

"Shall we try drastically increasing the amount of chocolate?"

The two of them faced each other across the kitchen table. First, they discussed the basic approach.

"That would deepen the black and make the color beautiful, yes. But it creates a problem with the mouthfeel."

"I see. It becomes too hard. Texture is important in a dessert."

They both fell into thought.

"Even if we increase the proportion of Cacaulus, there are ways to maintain the softness of the ice cream. You know, it’s the same as that."

"The cheese Rilka brought."

"Yes. We’re already using cream in the chocolate. The trick is not to add too much, or it won’t set. The balance there is delicate."

Plural spoke, remembering three years of trial and error inspired by Ricardo’s far from brilliant idea, "I want a dessert made of hardened Cacaulus."

"I see. But that’s because it’s chocolate, right?"

"That’s right. With ice cream, we can just freeze it. Alright, let’s try increasing the cream."

…

"No good. It still sacrifices the texture."

Plural shook his head at the sticky consistency.

"No matter how rich it is, ice cream is a frozen dessert. The way it melts in your mouth is important. It needs to dissolve more smoothly."

"We’ve already reduced the milk to compensate for the cream, so this is difficult..."

…

"This isn’t working."

"It’s not. It’s too hard. To make it softer we’d need more cream..."

"There’s nothing left we can reduce."

"..."

They faced each other at the table lined with bowls of prototypes. It was a disastrous scene that would have made the shop’s accountant faint, but they had made no progress. On the contrary...

"Somehow, this isn’t even ice cream anymore, is it."

"...You have a point."

Natalie popped a small, black piece into her mouth and nodded. It had been made small to freeze it quickly, but it had to be melted in her mouth like a piece of candy.

Yes, this was the result of their stubborn pursuit. Had his craftsmen been present, they would have admonished him, asking how he failed to notice until things got this bad.

"The Cacaulus aroma gets a passing grade, though," Natalie said, trying to smooth things over. Of course it would, this was practically pure chocolate now. But her words made Plural stop.

"Not ice cream!?"

Plural stared intently at the latest prototype. Then, after mixing the ingredients in the same proportions, he poured the mixture into a long, thin mold and headed for the back of the kitchen.

"What are you doing?"

"The reason I limited the amount of cream when I was making chocolate was to make sure it set properly. It was summer then, too."

Plural opened the lower door of the Reizouko.

"With this, I might be able to achieve the melt in your mouth texture I gave up on back then."

"...I see."

Natalie glanced at the white cream cheese that had been pushed to the edge of the table.

"In that case, perhaps it doesn’t need to be sweet. Why don’t we make it a more adult flavor?"

Natalie pointed to Sherry’s souvenir and a bottle of cooking spirits.

"Hehe, I’m glad you’re here. My subordinates would have stopped me."

"Mainly for cost reasons, I imagine."

The two looked at each other and laughed eerily. The meticulous thinking essential for creating sweets was nowhere to be found.

Chun chun.

The chirping of small birds could be heard from outside. The room, lit by the morning sun streaming through the window, was filled with a sweet, alcoholic air. A man and a woman who had spent the night together lay on the floor.

They were on opposite sides of the table laden with prototypes.

"In the end..."

"...Yes."

"There were a lot of things we didn’t need."

"Right. We didn’t need the eggs, either."

"And it was fine with less sugar."

"That point is still debatable. But I will praise how it brings out the maximum aroma of the Cacaulus."

"I wonder if the final prototype has set yet."

Plural slowly pushed himself up and took a shallow, rectangular mold from the Reizouko. It was a rectangle, half black and half a greenish black. He carefully inserted a knife into the black half, dicing it. He picked up a small cube and offered it to Natalie. Natalie accepted it with her mouth.

Natalie’s cheeks relaxed, and she let out a blissful sigh.

"You too, Plural-san..."

Natalie cut the green side in the same way and extended her fingers toward Plural.

"Branch manager, good morni... My apologies!!"

Just then, the kitchen door opened. It was one of the craftsmen, arriving dutifully first thing in the morning. He saw his boss being fed chocolate by Natalie’s fingers and hastily shut the door.

It was after Natalie had left. While tuning out his boss’s mumbled explanation of "I was up all night, you see...", the craftsman sampled the new chocolate.

"The chocolate ‘part’ wasn’t that sweet."

So went his review.
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			Before me stood a plain metal box. It was painted a single shade of light gray to prevent heat and rust. There were no decorations whatsoever.

It was simply a larger version of the one in my shop, which was intimidating enough on its own.

Shouldn't it have been adorned with gold leaf, or perhaps some openwork carvings? Maybe jewels on the doorknob? Surely something of that nature was necessary.

Vinder had said, "It’s going to be placed in the kitchen after it’s presented, and the chefs will be the ones using it. Wouldn’t fancy decorations just get in the way?" But that wasn't the issue. No one is careless with the wrapping on a gift.

This was a tribute from our city, a gift for the most important person in the country, to be unveiled at his coronation, a once in a lifetime event.

Of course, I knew full well how incredible the refrigerator itself was. In fact, I had been reminded of it nearly every day for the past two months. To tell the truth, it was frightening how I could no longer imagine a life without it.

But this was a different matter entirely. Especially given my position.

"Will it be all right..."

I asked Luiza-sama, who had left her desk to join me. I was here today for a meeting with her. As the person in charge of relations with the Royal Capital, she needed to be briefed by me, the coordinator for the menu.

"Prince Craig won't mind. I can't speak for those around him, though."

Luiza-sama offered a smile, though her words were not the least bit reassuring. I knew Prince Craig was an approachable man. Just the other day, when Luiza-sama had gone to the Royal Capital and tried to explain the details of the tribute in advance, he had apparently stopped her.

"Wouldn't it spoil the fun if I knew the details beforehand?" he had said.

"He does love new things, but you understand there's more to it than that, don't you."

"Yes. A tribute for a major national ceremony. And it is to be presented before His Majesty with its details kept secret. It means His Royal Highness the Crown Prince, or rather, His Majesty the new king, trusts Central Garden."

"Exactly. And besides..."

Luiza-sama opened the refrigerator and looked at the sample dishes I had brought, smiling with amusement.

"The plainer this is, the more your dishes will stand out."

"...Yes."

I returned her smile awkwardly. I was confident in what everyone had prepared. If anything, I worried they had all worked a little too hard. But as the menu coordinator, I was also responsible for their efforts. I had to make sure my own lack of attention didn't ruin everything.

And yet, I was currently grappling with another problem. A serious delay concerning my own contribution. Of course, it wasn't my fault.

"Your responsibility was the appetizers, wasn't it, Rilka."

Luiza-sama said, looking at the plate I had prepared. On it rested three simple appetizers, surrounded by a pattern made of sauce.

I took out the plate and carried it to the table by the window. A fork and knife danced across the dish, their movements elegant and flawless. Living in this city sometimes made me forget about social status, but this was a display of grace we could never replicate.

"Cheese, prosciutto, and hard-boiled eggs that have been smoked. Each ingredient on its own isn't particularly unusual, but they are completely different when you taste them. The other menu items are also quite extraordinary. I see no cause for concern."

Even with my confidence, I felt a sense of relief at Luiza-sama's stamp of approval. But...

"That may be true, but one item is behind schedule."

That was the source of my troubles.

"Ah, you mean the Lord of Calamity's contribution. I heard from Alfina-sama that he's been struggling."

"Yes. The appetizers also serve as hors d'oeuvres with the apéritif. Therefore..."

"It was a white wine, if I recall. It becomes truly delicious when chilled, doesn't it. Especially at this time of year, it's irresistible."

"You've tried it, then."

"Oh, yes. When I went to inquire after Alfina-sama's well being. I'd prefer for Alfina-sama to focus on raising Alex. But matters involving the Royal Capital are unavoidable. In any case, it seemed to pair perfectly well with these."

She said this, sounding as if she were trying to smooth things over. I gave a small nod.

"Vinder also said that since it's a dry white, it should pair fine with cheese and ham... But Natalie says he's adding sugar, and I just don't understand it."

The complaint slipped out before I could stop myself.

"Well, it is that Lord we are talking about. I doubt he would do anything ordinary."

"That's what's giving me a headache. Just like with this whole project, he just throws out an idea and then focuses on his own part."

It was his usual pattern. Of course, we gained considerable benefits from it as well. Being the first to learn about the refrigerator, including how to use it, was an incredible advantage. In addition, the refrigerator would be placed in our restaurant after it was used.

As both a merchant and an individual, it was a position I would never yield to anyone else.

"There, there. You'll find out today anyway. Besides, this undertaking is a chance to show this city's worth. It's better if the Lord of Calamity's work doesn't stand out too much."

A glint appeared in Luiza-sama's eyes.

"We have to demonstrate our collective strength as a city, right."

"Precisely. It shows that even without him, we are not helpless. We will make it known that this city itself is an entity creating unstoppable change. Along with the profits that come with it. That will protect our city's position. Within the new regime."

Luiza-sama's expression turned severe.

"The calamity and the war left the kingdom's upper echelons in chaos, you know. To put it bluntly, my aunt, Her Grace Grand Duchess Bertold, holds far too much power. That is why the second princess and the third princess were married into the Grynisias Ducal House and the Tembelg Marquisate, and why Marquis Tembelg's son will one day become the new Grand Duke of Kurtheite."

"For balance."

"Yes, a large scale reorganization of the leadership. Even with all that, the house of Grand Duchess Bertold remains powerful. After all, their food production was already immense. Now, they're a major producer of carriages. This city included, we can't get enough of the new carriages. Things have settled down this much only because Prince Craig's authority as the newly enthroned king is absolute. If he were an ordinary king..."

Luiza-sama stopped herself. A mediocre king would try to eliminate Her Grace the Grand Duchess. That must have been what she meant.

"And then our city gets involved. The Grand Duchess doesn't show it much, but we are naturally seen as part of her faction."

"What kinds of rumors are there at the royal court..."

"That the Lord of Calamity is in league with the Empire. That he's plotting this city's independence from the kingdom. Well, they're common rumors, if you can call them that. It's easy to dismiss it all as just how court politics works, but..."

They really say whatever they please. I couldn't help but clench my fists.

"And of course, that we are plotting to put Alex on the throne next."

For a moment, a chilling expression crossed Luiza-sama's face. I knew how much responsibility she had felt three years ago, before the final battle with the calamity, when she learned that Alfina-sama might not be able to have children. I also knew how relieved she had been when Alex was born.

While everyone was celebrating the safe delivery, I had happened to see her silhouette in the next room, stifling sobs.

"What are the rumors on that front?"
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			"What about the rumors gathering on your end?"

Luiza-sama directed the question to me.

"They are much the same."

This town was originally built on uninhabited land as a rear base against the Calamity, its foundations laid by the flow of people and goods related to the battle against the swarms of Magic Insects.

It exists outside the established framework. It is a special district that the merchants of the Royal Capital cannot touch. We who operate here are free from the yokes of the guilds and have even been granted tax-exempt privileges.

The attacks by the Magic Insects from the Blood Mountains have subsided, and trade with the Empire is rapidly expanding. We can handle large sums of money with relative ease through the swift exchange of funds using the town’s bonds.

Compared to the existing framework, the speed of everything is different. We cannot adapt to them, and they cannot adapt to us. That is what creates friction. If I were the daughter of a Royal Capital merchant, I would certainly be discontented.

However, it has been publicly announced that we cannot let our guard down concerning the Calamity for several more decades. Grand Duchess Bertold and His Highness the Crown Prince are our patrons. And then there are the hero and heroine of the last Great Magic Insect War, who hold full authority over all matters related to the Calamity.

The head of the Food Guild is also a member of Central Garden. To make a move in this situation would be pure folly.

"But it rarely comes to the surface…"

When I go to the Royal Capital, the gold merchants who once seemed like people from another world now treat a young girl like me with the utmost respect. But that is precisely why the invisible resentment building up is so terrifying.

"Which is why they turn to those higher up…"

"Of course it would lead to that. The people who got the short end of the stick from this series of changes will gather around the future Duke Grynisias and the new Grand Duke of Kurtheite. Both nobility and merchants. The two princes who married princesses become mouthpieces for one another. Well, the fact that it turns out this way is just how the royal court works, I suppose."

Marrying a princess means taking on such a role. Power not only rules over people, but is also ruled by the people it governs.

Though, for us who know the hardships those two have endured, who have been dragged along with them from the very beginning, it is hard to accept.

"What are His Highness the Crown Prince’s thoughts on this matter?"

"For now, he’s just observing. This situation was created for the sake of balance from the start, wasn't it? If Craig-sama were to favor one of his brothers-in-law from the beginning, it would defeat the entire purpose. That would be crossing a line. He couldn’t ignore it if, for example, they were to ally with *that person* from abroad, but it seems there’s no worry of that, at least for now."

"And His Excellency the Chancellor and His Excellency the Knight Commander-General…"

Those two know the power and value of Vinder all too well. I want to believe they would not do anything foolish.

"Neither of them has taken any hostile action toward this town. However, they are also not stopping those with grievances from gathering around their own sons."

Luiza-sama says it like it is the most natural thing in the world, but I have to wonder why I, the daughter of a merchant family, am having this kind of conversation.

"Well, it’s easier to manage discontent by deflecting it rather than crushing it. And people feel more stable when they have a pillar to lean on. In that sense, factions have their purpose. It would be an abnormal state of affairs for all people to unite under a single banner."

"And until now, the Calamity has served that role, I see."

"Exactly. In other words, the problem of defining this town’s new position now that it has left its quasi-wartime state has become a stage for them to display their respective powers. To secure the initiative, it has become necessary to demonstrate this town’s power and profits in a ‘clear’ way. And that means this upcoming coronation ceremony."

Luiza-sama glanced back at the Reizouko. I followed her gaze.

"Well, that part is the job of His Excellency the Lord of Calamity. Vinder-kun is the one who built this place, after all. He needs to handle it. For the sake of his wife and son, if nothing else."

"That is a worry in and of itself."

I felt the urge to cradle my head in my hands. I am sure Vinder will manage somehow. The Reizouko is frighteningly well suited for his current objective.

The only problem is that its influence is far too great. Luiza-sama said it is easier to deflect discontent than to crush it. I agree. The question is whether Vinder is capable of such a thing.

He is the type to go for crushing it.

Dorefano, the former Grand Duke of Kurtheite, and the Second Prince. They were terrifying as enemies, yet before I knew it, Vinder had taken care of them all.

Especially when Mia was kidnapped. When we heard the full story later, all of us held our heads in our hands. Well, given the circumstances, we had no complaints, and I do think he did a great job.

I see, so in that sense, the current situation is the result of Vinder overdoing it. What about this time then?

"Excuse me. His Excellency the Lord of Calamity has arrived."

A knock came at the door, followed by the voice of a maid-san. I could hear footsteps approaching immediately. Normally, we should go to the gate to greet him, but it is always like this. The simple decor of the Reizouko is not the only thing that is unceremonious here.

This, too, speeds things up, bewildering those unaccustomed to it.

But that only works within this town. And even then, I can only imagine how much care His Excellency Fabius, the head of security, puts into it.

The door opened and Vinder came in. He was carrying a wooden box under one arm and a wine bottle in his other hand. A faint kacha kacha sound came from inside the box.

The butler-san and maid-san beside him were flustered. You should realize that you are making a high-ranking official of the kingdom carry things for your master's guest.

Luiza-sama dismissed them.

"...Is that the aperitif?"

I looked at the wine bottle with its rather unusual cork. It looks like a failed experiment, but that’s probably just my imagination.

"Ah, I finally finished it. I chilled it before coming, but I’ll have you taste it after it’s had a moment to settle in the refrigerator."

Vinder said this as he opened the Reizouko and placed the bottle inside. Then, he looked at me.

"In the meantime, could you tell me about everyone’s menus?"

…………

I explained the culmination of our hard work. Vinder remained silent. His brow furrowed as I spoke.

"You’re not going to say it’s not enough, are you?"

I grew anxious. We really do not have any more time.

"No… isn’t this overkill? Are all of you trying to turn the kingdom upside down?"

Vinder had a look on his face that said, "What am I supposed to do with this?" I somehow managed to swallow the words, "You’re one to talk." I glanced to my side and saw Luiza-sama also wearing an expression of someone holding something back.

Well, it feels a little good to have surprised Vinder. He should get a taste of what it is like for us, who are always the ones being surprised.

Relieved, I turned my eyes to the Reizouko.

"It should be fine now. Let me try that drink. I need to check how it pairs with the appetizers."

Once I relaxed, my curiosity was piqued. What was going to come out of that thing?

"Ah, that’s right. I’ll prepare it now, so just wait a moment."

I stared intently at Vinder as he walked toward the Reizouko.

Being near him always feels like I am standing on a narrow suspension bridge. There is the anticipation of what lies ahead. And at the same time, the anxiety that falling to the right or to the left means failure.

It is bad for my heart. That is why I want to resolve it quickly. I want him to resolve it. He always makes me feel this way.

Vinder showed us the bottle he had brought. The contents were a normal, transparent liquid. It looked just like a proper white wine. To my relief, my fear that a drink he called white wine might be blue, or green, or worse, rainbow colored or even glowing, was apparently unfounded.

Vinder took glasses out of the wooden box. They were long and slender for wine glasses. An elegant but unfamiliar shape. They seemed unsuitable for enjoying the aroma of wine. Ah, so something is not normal after all.

And then, he put his hand on the slightly oddly shaped cork….

◇◇

Despite the fact that the room had been cleared, the butler-san and the guards came running down the hall with panicked expressions. What they saw was the three of us, frozen with glasses pressed to our lips.

"Cream cheese, prosciutto, and smoked eggs. Yes, it pairs perfectly with all of them."

And there was Vinder, calmly evaluating the combination of the appetizers I had prepared and the wine he had brought.

I pulled the thin, slender glass away from my lips. I glared at Vinder while nearly succumbing to the aftertaste still raging in my mouth.

"Hey, Vinder."

What is this? On top of the crisp, chilled acidity, there is an impossible coolness. It is a completely new experience, yet I am utterly convinced that there is no drink more perfect for summer.

"Wh, what is it?"

Ah, I knew it. He gives me these outrageous experiences so nonchalantly. This is why…

"You just told us we were overdoing it, didn’t you?"

"Yeah, everyone’s dishes are so elaborate. It would be a disaster if the opening drink was lackluster."

I took a deep breath. Then, I opened my mouth as if to expel the air that had built up in my stomach.

""You’re one to talk!!""

The same words erupted from beside me. Surprised, I saw Luiza-sama hastily covering her mouth. Ah, that’s right. His Highness the Crown Prince will also be subjected to what we just experienced. At the coronation ceremony of a lifetime.
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			I placed the crown, whose hefty weight belied its complete lack of protection, on the stand beside my chair. Next to it, I set the royal scepter, which looked as if it would snap at the first attempt to parry a sword. The sword at my hip was adorned with gold and silver, its hilt embedded with jewels. It looked impractical.

Well, from this day forward, if a situation ever arose where I had to draw this, it would mean I had already lost.

I was taking a brief rest, sitting in the chair of my father's office, a room I had visited countless times as his subordinate. The stiff coronation rites were finally over. The ceremony itself was simple enough. No matter how grand, all I had to do was proceed according to protocol. There would be no surprises.

"The real problem is what comes next."

"Your Majesty?"

Catching my murmur, the man standing before me turned with a quizzical look. Duke Yelberg. The kingdom's Foreign Minister. He was also my brother-in-law, my older sister's husband. He was the only one in the room. Neither Duke Grynisias, the Chancellor, nor Marquis Tembelg, the Knight Commander, were present. That was because among my relatives, he was the closest to a neutral party.

"How were things in the waiting room?"

"More or less as you predicted, I would say. Princess Doriustia made a jest about the modesty of Princess Alfina's attire, and made a sarcastic remark as if it were the Lord of Calamity's fault."

"How quaint."

"Indeed. My wife made no particular response."

Doriustia had a strong rivalry with Alfina. In her mind, her sister-in-law and husband were probably just stuck on the frontier, the front line of the calamity. Meanwhile, she herself was the future Grand Duchess. My other sister would likely side with Doriustia, but she generally wouldn't make a move on her own.

"And my two brothers-in-law?"

"They made several comments that could be taken as warnings about the future of the Lord of Calamity's authority. His is quite a complicated position."

In terms of official rank, Ricardo, the Lord of Calamity, was the highest. Yet his station was that of a commoner. And his wife was a princess. It was a complete mess.

Normally, even granting him all the land across the river, centered on the new city, and establishing a new ducal house would not be enough.

"Ricardo has barely shown his face here these past three years. In contrast to the new city's growth, his quietness is almost unsettling."

Ricardo has absolutely no regard for his own prestige. He insists on his position as a merchant. If he truly considers himself a merchant, my only choice is to assume the throne and change the very definition of one.

"The remnants of the old Second Prince Faction, the Kurtheite Faction, have split roughly in half to cozy up to my two brothers-in-law, Count Grynisias and Viscount Tembelg. And merchants whose businesses are affected by the new city have also approached them. It is likely a matter of needing to show their underlings that they can stand against him."

"It's their role to play, so a certain amount of it is unavoidable. It seems rumors are stirring, trying to create a rift between me and Ricardo."

"Yes, rumors of the Lord of Calamity's rebellion, intended to sow suspicion between Your Majesty and the Lord."

"If the problem could be solved by simply letting that place become an independent duchy, it would be a much easier matter."

"Your Majesty."

"I know. Anything else?"

"There was one problematic remark."

Yelberg lowered his voice.

"He said Alex should be kept in the Royal Capital? Is that what he said?"

I shot up from my seat. Ricardo wouldn't care how much he was mocked for his station or anything else. But...

"With the Lord of Calamity stationed so far away, it is a common-sense judgment to suggest his son be in the Royal Capital."

"I have rejected that opinion every time it has been raised. Ricardo will never forgive anyone who lays a hand on his family."

My older brother once arranged for the Empire to abduct Ricardo's young ward. For someone in his position, sacrificing a single commoner for his own gain was a normal act. He never imagined there would be retaliation for such a thing.

The only thing my brother had been wary of was his collusion with the Empire being exposed. But the result...

"It was merely a suggestion to have him in the Royal Capital for his education."

"I'll have to deny it in some form or another."

Things are difficult enough as it is. They just keep making more work for me.

The door opened and the Grand Chamberlain prompted me that it was time. Today's main event was about to begin, something incomparable to the mere coronation ceremony. In a way, I was looking forward to seeing how the magical reporting tool would be used.

And I was also looking forward to seeing how they responded to it. I put away the files on the few people I had investigated into the desk and stood up.

"Your Majesty, you have forgotten your crown."

Yelberg said. ◇◇

When I appeared in the hall, the attendees who had been standing at attention all knelt at once. It was a grand gesture, but since a king's primary role is to unite the nation's focus, I could not neglect it.

At the same time, I needed to speed everything up from now on. How to balance these two conflicting needs was a vexing problem.

The seats in the great hall were largely divided into two sections. In the front were the nobles. As this was a luncheon before the main banquet, attendance was limited to the younger generation.

Lined up at the tables in the back were the merchants, though as representatives of their respective guilds, they held honorary baronies. Hmm, so that's the new Carriage Guild, and over there is the representative of the brewing guild.

To my left and right, in the most prominent seats, were the sons of Grynisias and Tembelg. And my sisters. The members of Central Garden stood by the walls. I knew all their faces. I had even exchanged words with them.

Ricardo and Alfina were there as well. They were, in a sense, the hosts of this gathering. A cabinet minister standing alongside merchants. The problem wasn't his station, but the speed of information transmission that resulted from it.

Perhaps I should push for a drastic simplification of our ceremonies. Well, today's events will be a good basis for judgment.

"With the gracious presence of His Majesty, we shall now begin the luncheon. We are truly honored to be granted such a privilege."

Luiza was acting as the master of ceremonies. A fitting choice. She's the most reasonable one on that side.

"I have been looking forward to this. Everyone, think of this as a bite to eat between ceremonies. Please relax and enjoy yourselves."

At my words, my two brothers-in-law and their wives looked relieved. This meant the luncheon was only semi-official. They must have thought the banquet they had poured their efforts into was the real main event.

Can't they see Ricardo looks just as relieved as they do?

"First, please enjoy an aperitif. This is a gift from the Vinder Company of Central Garden."

I had been told the order of events, but it was Ricardo's turn right from the start. Now then, what would he bring out?

Tall, slender glasses were distributed to the tables. They were beaded with white condensation. The glasses themselves were chilled. Which meant, of course, that the drink was also chilled. For this many people, that alone was a considerable expense. The attendees were already starting to murmur.

Just then, Ricardo put his finger on the bottle's stopper. It was an oddly shaped cork. "Please be advised, it will make a sound," Ricardo said, and then popped the cork, aiming it toward the ceiling.

With a *pon!* sound, a wisp of white vapor rose. Then came the fizzing sound of bubbles. Ricardo caught the overflowing contents of the bottle in a glass.

Well, the hall was now split half and half between those with mocking expressions and those who were just confused. The head of the brewing guild... had a blank look on his face.

Of course he would. This wasn't ale. To the ordinary mind, this was wine that had failed to ferment properly.

Ricardo tilted his own glass back and drained it. A kind of poison tasting. Once finished, the bottle was handed to a server. And then, the sparkling wine was poured into the glass before me. All eyes in the hall focused on me. How I reacted to this strange wine was, in itself, a political act.

I took the glass in hand. Then I drained half of it in one go.

............

Even though I had anticipated something, for it to be this from the very beginning. If no one were watching, I would either be laughing out loud or holding my head in my hands.

The chilled liquid and the popping of bubbles spread through my mouth. A crisp acidity burst forth along with the ale-like foam. An indescribable taste, like a combination of wine's tartness and the zest of citrus, danced on my tongue.

And then, like the bubbles, the aftertaste vanished in an instant. Combined with the fact that it was chilled, it was likely the perfect drink for summer.

What are they going to do about the wine for the banquet? I believe the son of Grynisias recommended something, and the head of the brewing guild was to provide a prized bottle.

Everyone followed my lead. They put the glasses to their lips and cautiously took a sip. Some even choked. But they couldn't seem to stop themselves from taking the next sip. Ah, the head of the brewing guild's face has gone pale.

"This is truly delicious, Lord of Calamity. However, I believe this requires some explanation."

I said to Ricardo. It had to be explained. For my sake, and for everyone else in the hall.

"It is not so different from an ordinary wine. The basic principle is the same as ale."

Ricardo began his explanation with words that sounded almost like a challenge. He added sugar water to young wine to induce a second fermentation. He then purposely trapped the resulting ale-like bubbles inside the bottle.

After the second fermentation, the bottle is turned upside down, allowing the sediment to collect in the neck, which is then frozen. When the bottle is opened, only that frozen sediment can be removed. This, apparently, is how the clear, stimulating white wine we just drank was made.

I don't understand half of it.

The head of the brewing guild was wide-eyed. It was a method he had never heard of. It wasn't just about chilling it. The production process itself was predicated on the existence of that magical tool.

The noble attendees were aghast, calculating the cost of the method they had just heard described. Sugar, and enough ice to freeze the wine. By any normal measure, it was a luxury far beyond merely chilled wine.

Though many held a grudge against Ricardo, everyone was completely overwhelmed.

In a way, this was just as I had planned. But for things to go this far before the meal has even begun, what will happen next?
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			"The appetizer, from Central Garden's Tritt Company."

"We have prepared fresh cheese, prosciutto made from Imperial pork, and smoked boiled eggs. Please enjoy them with your aperitif."

Just as our wine glasses were refilled, the first dish arrived. It looked rather ordinary. The young woman who had just stood to present was named Rilka, if I recalled correctly. She was said to be at the center of Central Garden's private network.

I had heard that both Alfina and Luiza relied on her. She could not be taken lightly. Still, for such a beautiful young woman, she was still unmarried?

…And yet, every bite was a delight.

A soft cheese, the likes of which I had never tasted, melted along with the bubbles of the wine. The prosciutto had a rich umami that was not overpowered by the wine's fizz. And the smoked boiled egg, its yolk was perfectly soft in the center. It appeared each of the sauces had been crafted with great care as well.

"Magnificent. Rilka Tritt was the one who coordinated this menu, I understand. I take it the prosciutto and these sauces are a combination of each company's specialty."

At my words, Rilka bowed her head humbly. The attendees, regardless of their rank, seemed surprised. It was only natural, since I had gone out of my way to remember the name and role of a commoner girl. This one young woman is more important than the majority of you.

"The salad."

A deep dish was brought before us. It was a salad, to be sure, but its beauty bloomed as if a flower bed had been spread upon the table. Roses, the symbol of the royal family, were at its center, with flowers of various colors decorating the surface.

"This is a salad featuring edible flowers gathered from all over the kingdom."

A young woman named Sherry explained. It was so beautiful I felt it was a shame to disturb it.

"What is it?" I asked my brother-in-law, who was staring intently at the salad.

"It is just that... some of these flowers should have already withered for the season."

So Yelberg, with his deep knowledge of horticulture, could tell. Judging by the salad's crisp texture, it was certain the flowers had not been rehydrated.

I see. They have not only gathered them from across the kingdom, but transcended time itself. The Belmini Company deals in vegetables, I believe. I suppose I must consider other crops beyond wheat.

She had given a rather plain impression, but she took a simple dish like a salad and made it beautiful, and that was merely what was on the surface.

"Your skill in bringing together not only the beans and herbs that saved that eastern mountain village, but flowers from across the entire kingdom onto a single plate is truly splendid."

Ordinarily, I would praise her by comparing her to a flower, but as she is an unmarried woman, I must avoid any strange speculation.

Still, the main course and dessert are yet to come.

The nobles were already overwhelmed by the luxury poured into just these two dishes. Even the merchants, who at first were concerned only with the movements of those of us at the head table, were now gazing intently at their plates. My two brothers-in-law... the one from Grynisias was still reeling from the first drink, and Tembelg looked pale as well.

"For the main course, we have used beef."

On the plate were thin slices of perfectly round, bright red meat, and beside it, a piece of meat with a complex, honeycomb-like shape. A black sauce was drizzled over the red slices. This appears to be uncooked, however.

"First, so that you may savor the flavor of the meat itself, we present seared beef thigh. We have taken the center of a beef thigh aged to its peak flavor and seared the surface over a charcoal fire."

Everyone stared, startled by Dalgan's explanation. The outside was slightly cooked, but it was almost completely raw.

"Your Majesty. You cannot possibly eat something like this."

Tembelg's son tried to stop me. He was fond of hunting, if I recall. The other participants also seemed hesitant. It was not as if I had no reservations myself. But considering the magical tool that was the real mastermind behind this luncheon…

"If Dalgan has prepared it, there must be a deliberate reason for it. This looks interesting."

I speared a piece of the red meat with my fork and, making sure everyone could see, popped it into my mouth. The powerful flavor of the nearly raw meat, combined with a sauce made from wine vinegar, was truly delicious. No preservatives had been used at all. And for raw thigh meat, its tenderness was…

"The other is…"

"I see. To be able to enjoy this in the Royal Capital is, in its own way, a luxury."

I spoke before Dalgan could finish his explanation. It was stewed beef stomach. I had eaten it once before, mingling with soldiers at a camp. I had found its gamy taste off-putting then, but when properly prepared, it became this delectable. The texture was interesting as well.

Ah, Tembelg's son has frozen up. I wish he would try a little harder. What does he think this balance is for?

"Is this magnificent meat from that ranch I once visited?"

"Yes. We sought the cooperation of the ranchers."

"Hmm, speaking of which, I hear you will be marrying soon. Allow me to offer my congratulations as well."

"I, I am most grateful for this honor."

Dalgan stood ramrod straight. The surrounding nobles began to murmur again. Do you not understand that his marriage may be more important to the kingdom than any of yours? Or rather, can you not see how this single dish is deeply connected to the management of your own domains?

No, a few of them were tasting it with intense concentration. They likely hold lands where animal husbandry is prevalent.

"For dessert, we have chocolate. Three varieties."

As this was a luncheon, this would be the final dish. Plural Company's confections were renowned even in the Royal Capital. Especially famous was their chocolate, made from an Imperial fruit called cacaulus. As my coronation approached, a great deal of it was sent to me and those around me. It was an appeal to me, as I placed great importance on Central Garden.

It was an extremely important product for trade with the Empire. There was no doubt it was delicious, but to be honest, I was growing a little tired of it.

On the plate, square pieces of black confectionary were arranged in a convex shape. There was nothing else. I had expected ice cream, given the season. No, the plate itself is chilled.

"Please enjoy them starting from the top."

I brought the topmost, darkest piece to my mouth. The moment my teeth touched it, they sank in naturally with only the slightest resistance. It then melted softly in my mouth. The aroma of cacaulus filled my senses. Mmm, this is sensual. It is not very sweet, but that is also good. The aroma, the texture, and the richness. It appeared strong, yet I was convinced it was a delicately constructed flavor.

What was different about the one below? Its cross section was tinged with green. A slightly cloying bitterness fought for dominance with the cacaulus. It was a strange combination, but an addictive one. The last piece filled my mouth with a strong spirit. Had a distilled liquor been kneaded into it? The fragrances of cacaulus and alcohol intertwined on my palate, creating an irresistible sensation.

"This is a chocolate whose melt-in-the-mouth quality has been enhanced by increasing the amount of cream and then chilling it twice."

Plural explained. I see, so after chilling it normally, they flash froze it for a short time.

"A flavor both delicate and rich, one that could be called noble. Truly the king of confections. The way each is crafted to avoid becoming tiresome despite its richness is also magnificent."

I realized I had said too much. If the king defines something as the "king of confections," the effects will linger.

"Yes, I devised it together with Natalie from the Vinder Company, who also deals in confectionary."

"Well now, if it is a collaboration between two famous shops whose names echo throughout the kingdom and the Empire, then this flavor is understandable. I see, this green is from that herb."

I had not been informed of this relationship. I must order an investigation later.

"Today's offerings have all been delicious, of course, but they are things I have neither seen nor heard of before. From what I can tell, they do not seem easily replicable. I would like to hear the secret soon. Lord of Calamity."

I looked at Ricardo. The gazes of all present focused on the host. It was hard to tell who the main character was here.

"The final offering from Central Garden is that answer."

The court magician Noel and his apprentices appeared. Behind them, a rectangular object was carried in. When the cloth covering it was removed, a square box was revealed. It looked like a simple, rugged metal box, but this was that magical tool.

"Through the improvements made to Natoas's magic catalysts by visiting professor Princess Maytyl, we have developed a new magical tool based on spiral flame sorcery. We call it the Winter Box. It can lower the temperature inside the box to that of the winter season and maintain it all year round."

Noel announced. The three standing behind him must be the key members of the Central Garden school. It seems Noel has more talent for this sort of thing than Fulsy. Should I find that reassuring? Depending on the situation, I could perhaps poach one of them for the Magic Dormitory.

No, the fact is they have created a magical tool I have never even heard of in such a short period. I established the university to monitor and research the ley lines, but I must reconsider its role from the ground up.
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			"Today’s entire menu was made possible through the use of this magical device. First, of the two stacked compartments, the larger one on the bottom is kept at a temperature close to that of the Royal Capital in winter. The smaller one on top can not only preserve ice without it melting, but can also freeze water to create more."

As Noel spoke, Ricardo opened the lower door. Inside were rows of the exquisite aperitif from earlier. He had called it a formal gift, and I suppose that included its contents…

No, this was no time for such thoughts.

Sherry and Rilka approached the device with some hesitation.

"Like the edible flowers used in the salad, many vegetables, though it depends on the variety, can be preserved while maintaining their freshness."

Fresh ingredients could be kept longer, and for processed goods, it would allow for new methods that prioritized flavor and texture. Next, Dalgan explained how it could be used to preserve organ meats.

All the figures he gave were specific numbers of days during the harshest conditions of summer.

I see. Things like cheese and organ meats already existed. They simply had not been reaching places like the Royal Capital. This meant those products would now generate new wealth.

Alfina opened the top compartment. She took out frozen meat and some ice cream that had not been served earlier. Then, she placed a shallow glass filled with water inside. It seemed she planned to demonstrate later that it had frozen.

Plural explained its primary uses as a cooking implement. It was already incredible that it merely extended the storage life of food, but it also increased the variety of available foods and even added new cooking methods.

My head spun at the sheer scope of this single magic device’s influence. But…

"A magic device means it requires magic power to operate. How much power does it need?" I asked to confirm.

"Yes. A single standard crimson magic crystal, once set, will sustain the effect for half a year," one of Noel’s disciples said.

I believe she was the daughter of a count who had pleaded with Noel to become his apprentice in front of the academy’s experiment wing. Her posture was good, perhaps a result of her experience in developing this device.

One crimson magic crystal for six months. The royal palace and the knightly order’s storehouses held a vast quantity of magic crystals obtained from the last battle with the Magic Insects.

"What if a Mana Charging Furnace is used?"

"The efficiency of a magic crystal declines each time it is recharged, so obtaining new ones will be necessary for long term use."

"I see. Ricardo, how many of these do you intend to produce?"

"If we’re only talking about producing the winter box, I believe we could make one or two hundred a year with the same system we used for the magic wands. However, getting it onto a mass production line would require several months to half a year. That depends on the Magic Dormitory, of course…"

So in a few years, we would see several hundred, perhaps over a thousand of them. I suspect that once a person starts using this device, they will not be able to part with it. The nobility would clamor for one.

The magic crystals in our storehouses must be preserved to a certain extent as a provision for disaster. In that case, we may run short sooner rather than later.

This will involve trade with the Empire and the development of the Blood Mountains. The Empire produces crimson magic crystals and has an overwhelming number of Mana Charging Furnaces. This device could help correct the trade imbalance that has favored the Kingdom. I see, Maytyl’s cooperation must have been in anticipation of that…

Now then, as for Grand Duke Kurtheite… he must have realized it by now. The Kurtheite Ducal Territory has shrunk, and its industries like carriage making have flowed to Bertold. However, Tuvil Mountain holds the largest Magic Vent in the kingdom.

This was not a balance at all. It was as if Ricardo had him by the scruff of the neck from the very start.

Still, Ricardo and Alfina looked like nothing more than merchants introducing their finest products. But looking around, few people were foolish enough to mock them.

They had been made to confirm the power of Ricardo’s group with their own eyes and tongues. Though it seemed some were still fixated on the bottles of wine.

To obsess over rank and hierarchy at a time like this was out of the question. What mattered was how those present would react to this new information. I committed the attendees’ attitudes to memory as they listened to the explanation.

"And with that, we from Central Garden have concluded our presentation of our final gift."

While I was assessing the promising individuals, Ricardo wrapped up his explanation.

I had grown weary of the overly rigid procedures and ceremonies related to my ascension, so failing to request a detailed report on the menu was a mistake. I never imagined they would go this far…

Everyone in the hall, including the two groups on either side of me who had been trying to compete with Ricardo, was holding their breath, frozen solid. It was as if they had been turned to ice inside that box.

But I could not afford to freeze along with them. My reaction to this would reveal my caliber as a king and the direction of my policies.

"...As expected of my brother-in-law. Is this not a magnificent gesture?" I began, forcing a relaxed smile.

"With this magic device, organ meats and cheeses that never before reached beyond their production areas will now generate commercial wealth. Furthermore, the cuisine of the Kingdom will change greatly thanks to new cooking methods. And the value of the crimson magic crystals sleeping in the royal palace will rise, and trade with the Empire will flourish thanks to them…"

A murmur returned to the hall. I confirmed it, then continued.

"In other words, this is what you mean. The prosperity this magic device will bring to the Kingdom is your true gift. I shall say it again, as expected of my brother-in-law. This is a truly magnificent celebration."

I somehow maintained my composure, though I mentally added that he had gone too far.

The task of adapting the Kingdom to this change. How much work would that entail? I wanted to say that the enormous amount of work was the real gift.

Of course, everyone here, both nobles and merchants, would be swept up in it.

As my words permeated the hall, the complexions of everyone present began to change. Did they finally understand? Whether I favored Ricardo or not was not even the issue.

In fact, I had specifically chosen younger attendees to get them accustomed to this to some degree.

Well, in that respect, things were going according to plan. First, I needed to settle the important points.

"Now, having been presented with such a celebration, what reward should be bestowed upon Central Garden? This is quite the conundrum, is it not?" I said, deliberately feigning indecision.

"What say you, brother-in-law? How about granting Central Garden the authority to manage the distribution of magic crystals?"

At my words, the murmurs among the attendees grew louder. This was a concession that could become immensely powerful in relation to this new magic device. Well, Ricardo would not give the wrong answer.

"That is unthinkable. The management of magic crystals is closely tied to national defense and includes broad authority over the Mana Charging Furnaces scattered throughout the kingdom. The only body that can manage it is the royal palace."

He said it without a moment’s hesitation.

"I see. In that case, we must create a specialized department to handle it. Those who prepared this luncheon will need to offer us a great deal of advice from now on," I said, looking at the members of Central Garden.

With this, I would bring them into the fold of the Kingdom's structure. And protect them.

"The Lord of Calamity once said he would enrich the Kingdom by creating new products from his new city. Today, you have certainly shown us the results of that endeavor. I expect Central Garden, with the Lord of Calamity at its center, to continue contributing to the Kingdom in the same manner."

I had stated the most important point. Ricardo and the others knelt in response to my words. An air of anticlimax flowed through the hall.

They were wondering what had happened to the talk of a reward. But I had just given them what they desired most. They had no need for special privileges from the royal palace. What they needed was safety and freedom.

"Now then, I have thoroughly enjoyed these many novelties, but for the evening banquet…"

I looked toward the two groups on either side of me. Both could do no more than muster a stiff smile.

"Too many new things can upset the stomach. For dinner, I would like to enjoy the traditional flavors of the Kingdom."

At my words, my two other brothers-in-law showed expressions of blatant relief. Honestly, Ricardo, this is politics.

◇◇

"Your Majesty is quite the villain himself. The very people who were clamoring that ‘maintaining the Lord of Calamity’s current authority is unthinkable’ were relieved to see the status quo maintained."

The banquet had ended, and only the highest-ranking dignitaries of the Kingdom were gathered in the office. The first to speak was Euphillia. She was in a position where I wished she would feel a little more responsible…

"With Ricardo, any clumsy attempt to control him is ill-advised. The bigger problem is our response. One of Ricardo’s greatest strengths is his speed. The speed of his information sharing and decision-making, centered around him, is terrifying."

I suspected one of the reasons Ricardo insisted on remaining a merchant was to maintain that speed.

"We too must acquire a commensurate speed."

"You are quite right. However, unlike a group of ten or so, the Kingdom is…" Grynisias, who served as chancellor, said next.

He was right. It was only possible because they were a small, elite group. To put it bluntly, they could simply cast aside anyone who was not useful. But a country’s purview is everyone from the start. The royal palace that governs it cannot and should not adopt a policy of selecting a few. The organization would collapse before speed was even a factor.

"That is where the distribution of magic crystals comes in."

"It is a fine thing that the magic crystals gathering dust in the storehouses will be converted into wealth, but…" Grynisias trailed off, a thoughtful look on his face.

"As I said this afternoon, we will create a department for it. I identified several promising individuals at the luncheon earlier. We will gather talented people from every department, including the Magic Dormitory and the Chancellor’s Office. By having them report directly to me, we will accelerate decision-making. This department should give us an idea of how quickly we can execute policy."

And so, Grynisias would continue to handle general government affairs, and Tembelg would be responsible for most military matters.

"The nobility will welcome it, as it creates an entire new department’s worth of posts," Grynisias said.

"However, even with that, to continue as we have been is…" Tembelg began.

I recalled the scene at the banquet. It looked as though a Lord of Calamity faction might form in a single day. Even those who had been cozying up to my other two brothers-in-law were rushing to be first… though the man himself seemed to dislike it.

"You are right. We must strengthen our management of the universities. At this rate, the Royal Capital’s Magic Dormitory will lose its reason for being. What are your thoughts, Great Sage?" I asked Fulsy.

"A fair point. However, the greatest contribution I can make to closing the gap between the Magic Dormitory and the universities is to hasten the completion of the book I am currently writing."

He dodged the question. Well, a theoretical textbook on magic power itself and its measurement was certainly fundamental, I supposed. Besides, forcing this old man to manage people might just create more work for us.

"Arrange for an audience with Noel’s three apprentices in the near future."

"Understood," Grynisias nodded.

"I must also speak with Dalgan and the other merchants from Central Garden before they return north. Perhaps we should arrange for a less formal setting."

I wanted to drink with them. I was sure I would hear some interesting stories.

"For now, this is all we can do," I said, and everyone nodded.

"Speaking of which, after the luncheon I asked Ricardo if he had any other ideas for similar magic devices. Do you know how he answered?"

I posed the question to everyone. No one spoke. No, only Euphillia quietly turned her face away.

"You recall that imperial battering ram, do you not?"

"Yes. The one with the rotating metal spike."

"He replied by asking what would happen if you turned it sideways and attached wheels to both ends."

"...A horseless carriage?" Tembelg said, as if spitting out the words.

Euphillia sighed. Grynisias pressed a hand to his forehead.

Silence fell over the office.

"I told him to at least wait until the new department is up and running."

Good grief. I may have become king by utilizing Ricardo’s power, but being Ricardo’s king was no easy task.

Well, at least I would not be bored for the foreseeable future. I had no desire to sit on the throne lamenting my idleness.
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			A wide road, a restored version of an ancient path from the old kingdom, stretched to the northeast. There was no trace of the uninhabited land it had been just a few years ago. Now, it was an artery connecting the economic activities of the Kingdom and the Empire. I had already passed several carriages today alone.

Two post towns had already sprung up along the road. They were once bases for the war against the Magic Insects. Incidentally, one belonged to the Empire, and the other to the Kingdom.

*Things certainly have changed. Of course, getting to this point was no easy task...*

I murmured to myself from the window of the horse-dragon carriage as it ran smoothly over the stone pavement. I glanced to the left and right of the carriage. Imperial knights from the consulate and knights dispatched from the Kingdom's Central Garden rode alongside us.

Hee hee, I wonder if the Kingdom's horses are struggling to keep up with this horse-dragon carriage, fitted with ball bearings as it is. The extravagant joint military escort indicated that someone of equal stature to me, an Imperial Princess, was riding inside.

I wonder what would happen if I told them, "You can go home now." The person they were guarding technically held a position in the Empire as well. Once we entered Imperial territory, it wouldn't be strange for us to take responsibility for security. Well, not that the Kingdom would ever allow such a thing. As for the person in question...

My fellow passenger was gazing out the rear window at the banks of the great river, just barely visible in the distance thanks to the ascending road toward the Imperial border. It was a little irritating.

"What, are you already missing it over there? It's only been two days since we left."

"Well, yeah."

His reply was listless. How rude, when he finally had me all to himself. With that thought, I moved closer to Ricardo to see what he was looking at. He was someone I couldn't take my eyes off of, no matter what. Not as an Imperial consul, not as a researcher of magic, and...

Far to the south, I could see the great river and the city on the cape that jutted out into it. It was a town that originally served as a rear base in the uninhabited lands, created for both nations to fight the great swarm of Magic Insects that were supposed to destroy humanity.

"Even from here, its growth is just absurd, isn't it?"

I said, amazed. It was the busiest city in this world. The city undergoing the most rapid change. And above all, the forefront of magical research, including the magic veins. In that sense, I felt a pull to go back myself.

I had several unfinished research projects in the university laboratory. For me, the title of visiting professor there had become far more important than that of Imperial consul or Imperial Princess.

"Well, yeah..."

Ricardo nodded vaguely at my words. His expression was a bit dark. He was never the most expressive person to begin with, always seeming a bit detached...

I wonder what his eyes were seeing. After all, he and I could look at the same thing and think completely different thoughts. Back when I was trying to master Sorcery in the Empire, I never thought I would find someone who could see the world the same way I did.

"You were the one who said you'd accompany me on my temporary return home, Ricardo. I even got my hopes up a little, but the woman you're after is someone else."

I thought of the lord of the nearest Imperial territory we were headed for, what should have been a rural village on the easternmost fringe. She was a distant relative with little aptitude for Sorcery for a royal, and her domain was in the most remote of frontiers.

"That's more than a misunderstanding. Please refrain from making comments that could cause an international incident. We're about to enter the Empire."

"Oh, you needn't worry so much. You're the Empire's Lord of Calamity, after all. Besides, considering the increase in Imperial Magic Crystal exports thanks to that winter box, no one will complain. In fact, it's this leash around your neck that I'm worried is too loose."

I personally enjoyed developing the "winter box." The joint research with Noel and the others, and seeing something we created bring joy to so many people, was a fresh sensation.

I had always thought Sorcery was for fighting. Perhaps this, too, was a new way of seeing the world. The man next to me was the one who had invited me into that kind of world. It was a shame he wouldn't make a move on me, but I was grateful to him, and there was no way I could leave his side.

"What part of what you just said gives me any reason not to worry? You're talking about hanging me. What about my self-preservation?"

Oblivious to my feelings, Ricardo looked troubled. His actions proved he was far from timid, yet his current demeanor made him seem like a mere commoner, which was a problem. Well, I suppose I've been told part of the reason for that.

Are you really telling me that a nation of ordinary people like this exists in another world? Well, I don't believe that part, anyway.

"Once we're in Imperial territory, you'll be mine to command. That's a joke, of course, but you should really consider your own position, Ricardo."

"And you, are you sure you can get away with just a temporary return? You're an important figure in the Empire. Now that the Magic Insect attacks are settling down, you must have all sorts of things to deal with."

"The position of Imperial consul in Central Garden is still a top priority. It's worth stationing a powerful member of the imperial family there. Besides, you're the one who created a city like that, aren't you. Your Grace, the Grand Duke of Central Garden."

Both the Kingdom and the Empire could no longer imagine that city disappearing. And yet...

"Please stop using that chilling nickname. That city is under the direct control of the Kingdom, and its peacetime administration is handled by three esteemed counts. And the Kingdom has only one Grand Duke. Well, another one will be added eventually, but it won't be me."

"A cabinet minister of both nations and the king's brother-in-law isn't even a baron. Anyone with a bit of sense would find that terrifying. They'd wonder just how much power you must wield to hold such a position. And what's more..."

I looked at the distant city once more.

"The contents of that city, its economic importance, will only grow from now on. And you're the one orchestrating it all."

"..."

"And so, to stabilize your position, Ricardo. And to share the burden of the cross-national work you're handling, I think having another wife would be convenient. From a political balance perspective, it would have to be an Imperial princess, of course."

I took the opportunity to promote my own value.

"I'd rather ask, why are you so fixated on me?"

"Let's see. First and most importantly, you wouldn't make me quit my current job, would you, Ricardo? My presence in that city, the heart of magical research, would be guaranteed, and I could distance myself from things like Imperial ceremonies. In other words, it's the optimal position for me to devote myself to the study of magic."

"Hearing you say that, I kind of feel like I'm being used as a pretext for you, Maytyl."

"Oh, isn't that basically what marriage is? If anything, you and Alfina are the abnormal ones."

I said, a little exasperated. True, my words were full of calculated elements, but a union based solely on mutual feelings, like Ricardo and Alfina's, could only be described as bizarre.

"Besides, it's not a bad deal for you either, Ricardo. Look..."

I struck a pose with my arms spread wide in front of him. I remembered Crenne advising me to appeal with this sort of thing, not just with my position and calculations.

"You can do as you please with this body. I have no intention of neglecting my nightly duties, even if I'm busy during the day."

Ah, he covered his face with his hands. What's with that? I may not be as slender as Alfina, but my overall proportions are...

"What are we going to do about relations with the Empire? You talk about balance, but it's bound to get messy."

"That's why I can handle that sort of thing skillfully. Better than Alfina, even. Ricardo, this is a warning. No matter how you struggle, you're a political entity now. Far more so than someone like me. No one... not the new king of the Kingdom, nor Dagobard who will ascend the Imperial throne next year, can ignore you. Which means you have no choice but to maintain the status quo, with the Kingdom and the Empire balanced on a scale. If you don't like that..."

Out of a sense of duty ingrained in me as a princess, I hesitated for a moment before uttering the words.

"Then you have no choice but to rule both the Kingdom and the Empire yourself."

It was half a joke, half serious. After all, I had a feeling the man before me could pull off something like that. The remaining consciousness I had as an Imperial princess forced a sense of tension upon me.

"That's a problem. I don't have time for something like that right now."

Ricardo scratched his head. His response was wonderfully off-kilter. It made me want to cover my face again. By "something like that," he meant ruling both nations, right?

But then, seeing his expression, I realized. This was the same look he had when he was gazing at Central Garden earlier. What floated there was, in a word, sorrow.

It was true there was still great uncertainty about what would happen with the magic veins. But for now, things were going relatively well. Well enough for me to make jokes that were only half in jest.

Does that mean what he's about to do is that important? He said it was just a small business venture...

"...Hmm, then let me ask you a different way. What are you going to use that for?"

I switched my line of attack. I looked at the box loaded onto the carriage, carefully packed with thick cloth cushions. Next to it was an icebox. Inside, besides the wine that was supposedly a souvenir for Lisabet, were water of some unknown purpose and bee pupae.

"I'm very curious to see what you're going to pull off this time."

That sorrow from before. Something more important than ruling the world. I'll use this opportunity to understand what's reflected in his eyes. It's too big for him to do alone, anyway.

"No, it's really not a big deal. You'll be disappointed if you get your hopes up."

"Hee hee, that's what I wanted to hear. And you're not certain it will succeed, are you?"

"...That's true, but you're clearly misunderstanding something."

"I'm not misunderstanding anything. Besides, there's this too."

I took out a tube of sorcerous metal from my pocket. It was about the length of his ballpoint pen, but twice as thick. A smaller version of that battering ram. Inside was a spiral structure made with Noel's alchemy.

"You delayed the research that was supposed to be finished before I returned home with your sudden request."

I said, leaning my lips toward Ricardo.

"Weren't you told by the new king to hold off on research using the battering ram's function?"

"It's for a different purpose. We use it for centrifugal separation in the lab, right? It's the same as that. It doesn't have enough power to move a carriage, or even a single pot."

"True, something this size can't do much, but..."

"It's purely for business. Even with the Magic Crystal trade restored, the imbalance with the Empire isn't small, is it? So, I'm developing a new product. I'm a merchant, after all."

Ricardo said. That part was probably true. But...

"I see. I was waiting for those words, too. This is getting more and more exciting."

"I've told you over and over, it's not going to be on a large scale. It's not a daily necessity or military-related. If anything, it's in the realm of a hobby."

I peered into Ricardo's eyes as he spoke, as if making an excuse, and smiled.

"Considering everything you've done up until now, I think you can imagine how those words sound to me."

Alright. During this trip, I'll come to know what lies in the depths of your eyes better than ever before. Even better than those girls do.
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			"Welcome, Your Excellency, Lord Calamity."

"Thank you for having me again, Princess Lisabet."

Princess Lisabet was waiting to greet me in front of the lord's manor on the hill. This was the same manor I had stayed at twice before, on my way to and from Tuvil Mountain before the battle with the Magic Insects. Its completely unchanged appearance brought a sense of relief to me, a man as vulnerable to environmental changes as a small fish.

However, the building was the only thing that had not changed. The view from the highway to the manor had transformed. Looking down, I could see a large new building standing along the highway, even larger than the lord's manor. Surrounding it were several other buildings that had not existed before, not even a trace of them.

The unrefined, boxy three and four story buildings, made of a combination of wood and stone, were lodging facilities. The large, single story building seemed to be a warehouse. The increase in trade volume was immediately apparent. It was like a Shinkansen station being built in a countryside town.

"Oh? And no greeting for the Consul Princess?"

"My apologies, Princess Maytyl."

"I know Ricardo is just here because I'm returning to the country... but oh well. How should I put this. It’s changed quite a bit, hasn't it."

Maytyl looked at Princess Lisabet, the local lord and a member of the imperial family, though their blood relation was apparently something like second cousins. Since the new city was the knot tying the Empire and the Kingdom together, I wanted Maytyl, the consul of Central Garden, and Princess Lisabet, the nearest imperial lord, to get along.

"...It was a remote area to begin with."

"After receiving such a great benefit, the Grand Duke of Central Garden naturally takes precedence over the *former* number one in line for the throne, I suppose."

"Your Highness, former number one in line for the throne, would you mind not using that nickname, Princess Lisabet. We do not have a grand duke in our town. A balanced government by three counts who pledge their loyalty to the Kingdom, that is our system."

"Ricardo is so much more polite to Lisabet."

"Oh my, are you boasting that you and Ricardo-dono have a much more casual relationship than I do, Your Highness?"

"You sent him a love letter too, didn't you, Lisabet? And you did succeed in summoning him here."

"Well now, that letter was strictly for business. When it comes to cooperating with Lord Calamity, you, Princess Maytyl, as the consul and the one nearby, will have to do your part."

"I am doing my part. It’s Ricardo’s fault for not playing along."

What on earth were they talking about? Surely the servants around us and the knights standing behind us were getting uncomfortable.

"Let’s move on to business."

"You are right. Princess Maytyl has mellowed out so much that I got carried away."

Princess Lisabet’s expression turned serious.

"Now then, Your Excellency, about the matter in that letter. The contents are correct, but I truly doubt it holds enough value to warrant Your Excellency staying here personally to conduct it..."

She seemed a little bewildered. The letter concerned information about a new product I had requested. Yes, it was a genuine tale of a small business venture.

"Since that is a business matter, I would prefer if you called me Ricardo."

I said this loudly enough for Maytyl, whose eyes had suddenly lit up, to hear.

"Understood, Ricardo-dono. Shall I show you the way at once?"

"Please."

My target was a living thing. Considering the time it would take, the sooner we started, the better. And judging by the view below the hill, Princess Lisabet was likely quite busy herself, dealing with the population increase brought on by the rapid development.

◇◇

We descended the hill, still guarded by knights from both nations. A clear stream flowed from the mountains behind us, running alongside the road. A thought occurred to me, and I stopped to check the granularity of the stream's sand. I picked up some gravel from the bottom of the stream and felt its texture.

Incidentally, this small check of mine altered the course of more than ten people.

Being unable to move freely is a significant cost in terms of business efficiency. In the old days, I could have just run down to the riverbank by myself. For an ordinary person whose selling point is the efficient application of trial and error, this was a difficult constraint.

"This is the place I mentioned in the letter."

After our detour, we were guided to a spot between the residential area and the forest. A pond was there, fed by the small stream that passed through the residential area. As we approached, creatures resembling frogs leaped into the water. We could see a school of small, light-reflecting fish take refuge among the water plants all at once.

"Yes, this looks good," I said, observing the pond's environment. I picked up a small branch and stuck it into the water. Brown mud swirled up.

"It looks good? Um, this pond is basically only used for agriculture. The townspeople do not really drink from it."

Princess Lisabet trailed off. It clearly had the feel of domestic wastewater flowing into it. With a clear mountain stream nearby, one that would be home to ayu or yamame trout in Japan, anyone would be hesitant to drink from here.

Technically speaking, the chemical oxygen demand seemed a bit high. But for my intended product, anything less would have been a problem.

"It would be an issue if they could only live in very clean water," I said, watching the pretty little fish emerge from the shadow of the water plants, seemingly reassured now that the mud had settled and there was no movement.

"Now then..."

A knight in armor presented me not with a sword, but with a net. Another knight stood by, holding a washtub-like container. Watching this from behind were two princesses.

Amid this truly surreal scene, I swept the net from the surface toward the water plants.

I emptied the contents into the washtub, which was filled with water from the pond. The shimmering light of glittering scales and the piyon piyon of bouncing, brown-colored small creatures scurried about in a panic inside the tub.

About ten in one scoop. A great catch.

The largest among them was a head smaller than a medaka, probably just under two centimeters. It had a slender body, a nearly transparent color, and a vertical red pattern. Below that was a blue circle. Its dorsal and anal fins had a wavy pattern.

Its size and beauty were perfect for my purpose. From what I saw earlier, they seem to form schools, so this just might work.

"Fish."

"They are fish."

Maytyl and Princess Lisabet, who had peeked in from either side, tilted their heads.

"They’re a bit small to eat, aren't they."

"They are common small fish in the ponds and irrigation channels around here. No matter how poor, no one would eat these. Of course, it would be a different story if we truly ran out of food..." Maytyl commented thoughtfully, and Princess Lisabet agreed for the honor of her domain. Of course, that's how you would feel if you had seen them since birth.

I transferred the pond water and the fish into a bucket to take back to the manor.

◇◇

Back at the manor, I moved a few of the fish along with some water from the washtub into a ceramic bowl, then took a wooden bottle out of the portable refrigerator I had brought.

When I opened the lid, a scent familiar to anyone who has ever gone fishing, fragrant but not appetizing, reached my nose.

It was dried and powdered bee pupae, what you would call pupa powder. I scooped up the brownish powder with a tiny, earpick-sized spoon and dropped a small amount onto the water’s surface. The brown powder spread with an oily film.

The small fish swarmed the food on the surface all at once. They competed to open their mouths for the floating food, and the impact caused some of it to sink, which other fish then devoured.

I observed them closely, but none of them spat out the food they had taken into their mouths. In fact, when I brought the small spoon close to the surface again, a few fearless individuals approached. They probably feed on things like zooplankton in the pond.

"I guess that’s the first stage cleared," I said. Some fish species will only eat live bait. On Earth, they even sold things like feeder crickets and durable plankton eggs for that purpose. There would be endless problems to consider when it came to breeding them from fry, but that could wait.

"So, what is all this for?"

"Aquariums... no, I plan to make fishkeeping popular in the Kingdom. This fish will be the centerpiece."

I told the two of them. Hobbies are a profound karma. And my own karma, for trying to spread that hobby in this world for profit, was perhaps even more profound.

But that was fine. I am a merchant, after all.

"Keeping fish, you say. It’s true that people in the Imperial Capital have ponds in their gardens... but these are rather small. Forgive me for saying so, but cats seem cuter..."

"That's true. If I were to keep a pet, I think a dog would be more interesting."

Apparently Princess Lisabet was a cat person and Maytyl was a dog person. I see, so people desire what they themselves do not have.

"Small fish like these are certainly on the plain side. But the product I intend to sell does not stand on the fish alone. For that, it is better for the individual fish to be small. And what’s important is that they are from a foreign country. They may be a common sight to you, Princess Lisabet, but to the people of the Kingdom, they are a novelty."

I listed the necessary elements for the product. These were essential to spark an aquarium boom. People seek out things that are rare, beautiful, and interesting, because they show us worlds we have never seen.

"Hmm. Looking at them like this, they are kind of cute when they eat, and they are pretty, I suppose. Could you let me try?"

Maytyl snatched the container of food from my hand.

"Whoa, hey, Maytyl. That’s too much. Half of that, no, one fifth is enough."

I stopped Maytyl just as she was about to dump a heaping spoonful of food into the bowl.

"Won't the fish be happier with more?"

"They’d probably eat it all easily enough. But they only need a tenth of that amount. Fish float in water, and their body temperature is lower than ours. They don't need a lot of food."

Besides, more food would naturally lead to more of something else. I glanced at the space between the small fishes' anal fins.

"Is that so. Hmm, I still can't see your true objective, Ricardo..."

Maytyl crossed her arms and thought. I just told her my true objective.

Anyway, when she noticed me looking, she uncrossed her arms and changed to a more feminine pose, touching a finger to her chin. ...I think the first pose looked more natural and suited her better.

In any case, I needed Maytyl’s cooperation for the next step.

"Maytyl, there’s something I need you to do. Please arrange for those small screws."

I said this while lifting the bucket of gravel I had collected from the stream. In developing the product known as an aquarium, the first and most basic step is making the water.
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			Trial and Error I

			"Only five days and it has already come to this... This might be tougher than I expected."

I grimaced at the scene before me as I checked the fish tank first thing in the morning.

Incidentally, the cubical fish tank was a product of the magic die Noel had created. The magic metal, which did not deform under high heat, was perfect for glasswork. Thanks to that, I was able to make a frameless tank with a highly immersive feel.

That said, the glass was thick compared to tanks from my past life, and I had made it a cube so the water pressure would be evenly distributed. And, of course, it was heavy. Its size was five liters at most.

The small fish that had greeted the morning of their fifth day in this small world were clearly losing their energy. Some were swimming upside down, their bellies facing up, while others frantically darted up and down the tank. Some lay on the gravel at the bottom, moving only their gills weakly, and there were others that could not even do that.

"They've lost their spirit. What's the cause?"

Just as I thought I heard a sudden voice, Maytyl peeked over my shoulder. Today she was wearing a loose, off the shoulder dress. I thought it suited her, but for her to approach me so closely, prioritizing her curiosity... Her defenselessness was rather stimulating for me.

"The first thing to suspect is the water quality, but..."

I focused my attention on the underwater world before me. For a fish, water is its entire world. The basic factors of water quality to consider were the oxygen concentration and the pH level. Then there were the various minerals, in other words, the water hardness.

"I'm using water straight from the pond, and if the dissolved oxygen was low, they would be gathering at the top."

I looked at the individuals that had managed to retain some of their energy. Since oxygen dissolves into water from the air, the oxygen concentration is highest near the surface. If there was a lack of oxygen, the fish should have been gathering near the water's surface.

"Next is the pH."

I dropped some water from the tank onto a thin, rainbow colored strip of paper I had brought from the Central Garden. It was a dye sensitive to various water qualities that I had asked Vinaldira to prepare. As far as I could tell, the color had not changed from the first day. It was less reliable than the water quality test kits from my past life, but it seemed there were no major changes in the pH or hardness.

Of course, water evaporates, so minerals like magnesium and calcium become more concentrated. But that was unlikely to happen in just five days.

The fish tank in my university seminar in my past life had been maintained for nearly half a year just by topping up the water.

"They're surely not getting enough food."

Maytyl said this as she turned her nose toward the smell of baking bread wafting from the kitchen.

"...The food is likely the cause, but it's probably the opposite of what you think."

Maytyl looked at me, unable to understand my words.

"I think the water has been fouled by their waste, which is the result of that food. First, the population density in the tank is much higher than in the pond."

There were ten fish in just about five liters of water. That's two fish per liter. Considering each one was half the size of a medaka rice fish, that was not a lot for a home aquarium.

But compared to a natural environment, it was extremely crowded. Even if the only living things inside were fish, the density was likely more than ten times that of the pond. On top of that, in a natural environment the water circulates, but in a tank, it is stagnant.

"I understand that. Livestock get sick if you crowd them too much."

Maytyl looked at the bottom of the tank. Of course, there was a fair number of small, slender things lying there. I wondered about the appropriateness of such a topic in a conversation with a female student, but Maytyl did not seem to mind at all. In that respect, she was truly a great help as a research partner.

"No, the most important part is what you can't see. Um, in human terms, it's the other one."

"Ah, u..."

"I'll continue my explanation. So, the end result of the food that the fish excrete is a poison. That's why they expel it, but..."

I was the one being considerate.

As living creatures, they eat, digest, and excrete. Among the substances discharged from a fish's body, ammonia, a decomposition product of amino acids, is highly toxic. Humans convert it into relatively harmless urea in their bodies and concentrate it. Birds, including horse-dragons and dragons, excrete it as uric acid. That's the white part of bird droppings.

Ammonia dissolves in water, and terrestrial creatures evolved their methods because they do not want to lose precious bodily fluids when they excrete ammonia.

However, fish live in water. With a few exceptions like sharks, most fish release ammonia directly into the water. This is not a problem in a natural environment where the population density is low and the water circulates. But inside a fish tank, the ammonia concentration rises to a level that fish cannot survive in.

"Based on what you've said, does that mean we just have to change the tank water and clean the droppings from the bottom?"

"Well, that's one way to do it. But it takes time and effort for a person to care for them, and the cleaning itself is a burden on the fish as a change in their environment. Most importantly, it's counterproductive to my goal."

If we changed half the water every day, the ammonia concentration would theoretically be halved. Another method would be to submerge charcoal in the water. The charcoal would adsorb the harmful substances. In the terms of my past life, it was "physical" filtration. But that takes effort and money. Only nobles or the very wealthy who could afford to station a servant by the tank could enjoy an aquarium.

"If you don't change the water, that poison you called ammonia builds up. If you do change it, both the owner and the fish dislike it..."

Maytyl tilted her head in confusion.

"Actually, you can make the tank itself have a mechanism to purify that poison. In fact, that's what is happening right now."

"There it is. Your unseen knowledge. Let me hear it, this mechanism you speak of."

Maytyl's eyes gleamed.

"Yes. Things produced by living organisms should be processed by living organisms."

It was so called "biological" filtration. Filtration means to strain a specific substance from a liquid, but the nuance is a little different in this case. The goal of reducing the unwanted ammonia from the water is the same, but instead of removing it, you change it into a different form.

The principle itself was in science textbooks from my past life. It uses the nitrogen cycle. For example, when animals die on land or in water, their proteins decay and produce ammonia. But neither the soil nor the water becomes toxic. That is because they are equipped with a mechanism that uses the power of bacteria to convert ammonia to nitrite, and nitrite to nitrate.

In fact, even in this tank, the ammonia excreted by the fish is gradually starting to be processed. It is just that at this stage, the rate of ammonia increase is faster than the rate of processing, so it cannot keep up. And so we move to the next stage.

"How is the tank I left in your care?"

"The empty one? It's running smoothly. Just fruitlessly churning water with nothing but gravel and food in it."

The same thing can be done in the fish tank. The device for it is already prepared. It is the screw I asked Maytyl to make, and the gravel laid on the bottom.

The tank I entrusted to Maytyl has a thick layer of gravel, and a pipe has been stuck into it. The pipe is made of magic metal, inscribed with the formula for the battering ram, and has a screw structure fitted inside. With each rotation, the tube sucks up water from below the gravel layer and releases it at the top of the tank. In other words, the tank water circulates through the gravel.

"This gravel and screw are important. With these two, we can increase the tank's capacity as a purification system dozens of times over."

Bacteria, in this case nitrifying and denitrifying bacteria, adhere to the surfaces of objects and multiply. In a tank with only water, the only surfaces are the bottom and the walls. But if you lay gravel on the bottom and circulate water through it, the surface area increases dozens of times over, by the surface area of the gravel. If you circulate water in a state where food has been left to rot and produce ammonia, a large number of bacteria will multiply on the surface of the gravel.

I picked up a single piece of gravel from the water. Perhaps because I used pond water, the surface was already slimy. This slime was the biomorph, the layer of bacteria.

"Oh, let me feel it too."

Maytyl took the gravel from my fingers. She moved her fingers and said, "It really is slimy."

"Hey, be careful."

I grabbed Maytyl's wrist without thinking.

"Wh, what was that for all of a sudden!?"

"Well, your nice clothes will get dirty, you know."

I let go of her hand and pointed to a drop of water about to fall from her palm.

"Ah, oh, right. Thank you."

Maytyl slowly returned the gravel to the tank. Then, she wiped the water that had dripped onto her wrist with a cloth I handed her. Her cheeks were slightly red.

"To continue the story. First, the Mucus that feed on the ammonia released by the fish increase, and they change the ammonia into something called nitrite. Next, the Mucus that feed on that nitrite change the nitrite into nitrate. Nitrate is much less toxic than ammonia. That's the kind of system that develops on its own."

"...So, it's about those minuscule Mucus you mentioned. It's the mechanism by which animal droppings and corpses return to the earth. Wait, could this also be related to fertilizer?"

Maytyl showed her understanding. "This is what happens when I let my guard down," she muttered.

"If anything, I should be the one saying that."

Even though the use of livestock manure is practiced in this world, for Maytyl to figure that much out from my explanation was, in a way, frightening. No, I should say it was reassuring. After all, the other purpose of this product was...

◇◇

"It's been a week, and they're still so full of life."

"Looks like the biological filtration has started up smoothly."

The fish were swimming energetically in the tank. I had added more from the pond, increasing the population density to one and a half times what it was before. Using pond water and gravel from a stream must have helped it start up quickly.

"And with the gravel, it feels like we're looking inside a river. It's a little strange to see it from the side. Anyway, does this mean we don't have to change the water anymore?"

"No, the fish waste has only been changed into a less harmful form, it hasn't disappeared from the water. In the long term, problems will arise. Minimal water changes are necessary. However, the frequency of water changes can be significantly reduced. We can probably maintain it by replacing about a fifth of the volume once a week."

Nitrate is far less toxic than ammonia, but it is just as harmful if it accumulates too much in the water. Eventually, the accumulated nitrate will corner the fish. There is actually a way to completely detoxify it by converting the nitrate back into nitrogen molecules, in other words, gas, but that requires anaerobic conditions, so it is difficult.

"I'll take one more step. It's related to what you said earlier, Maytyl."

"Something I said?"

"Yes. I'm going to add something to the tank. But before that, I'm sorry but..."

I looked at the metal tube that was serving as a simple pump. A smaller fish approached it, then hastily changed direction, flustered by the force of the water.

"So I just need to adjust the output to be strong enough for water to pass through the gravel, but gentle enough for the fish. Is that right?"

Maytyl took out a spare magic metal tube.

"That would be a great help."

"Leave it to me. I'll adjust it as quickly as possible. I'm also curious to see what you'll do next, Ricardo."

Maytyl said, rolling up the sleeves of her lovely outfit.
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			"Phew, I'm a little tired."

I placed the small cylinder in my hand on the desk. Looking out the window, I saw that the lights at the foot of the hill, visible before I started my work, had almost all gone out.

The fine adjustments to the magic circuit made my eyes feel strained. I tapped my shoulder with one hand while reaching for the water pitcher with the other. It was light. Just as I picked up the servant's bell, I remembered the time and stood up.

As I walked down the moonlit corridor, I saw a room with its lights still on.

"Working on official business so late. It must be difficult, being the lady of the domain."

"Princess Maytyl."

I had spoken to the woman my age who was the master of this room and this mansion.

...

"I see. That does sound like a problem."

I spoke after running several figures through my head. Looking at this upward trend, I would have to consider that thing Mia mentioned.

"It has always been a narrow basin between mountains, so a sudden increase in traffic is an issue. And it isn't just traffic, the number of residents is growing too. Especially..."

Princess Lisabet stopped there. It was probably not a pretty story. I understood a little about managing a domain myself.

"What about Central Garden? It must be developing far faster than my territory."

"That place was originally a rear base large enough to support the combined armies of the Kingdom and the Empire. It still has plenty of room to spare. Things are likely going just as the city's creator intended."

"I wonder how far ahead he can see. It's almost frightening."

Princess Lisabet glanced toward the guest rooms.

"I know. I sometimes feel that way too."

"Sometimes, you say?"

"What's that? What a suggestive way to put it."

"Oh, no. Speaking of which, what happened to that dress with the open back?"

Princess Lisabet asked, looking at my sorcerer's attire.

"You don't think I'd wear a frilly thing like that while researching magic, do you?"

"I see. So you are working this late for Ricardo-dono."

"That's right. The man can't do anything on his own, so he relies on me."

"The man, you say. Fufu. Is that what you find so attractive about him?"

"..."

Being asked so directly felt like a surprise attack.

"Is something wrong?"

"No, I was just wondering about that myself. You see, the main reason I stay by Ricardo's side is for his knowledge, isn't it?"

"Is that all?"

"At least that's what he, Ricardo, thinks. Well, I can't deny it either. So we're even."

I wondered what two members of royalty like us were even discussing, but I found myself drawn into the conversation all the same.

"Do you know the source of the Lord of Calamity's astonishing knowledge?"

Princess Lisabet asked, her voice lowered to a whisper.

"He has told me, yes. As his research partner. Oh, but no. I really can't say. Or rather, it's something that wouldn't help even if I told you. For the record, only three people in this world know."

"My. You're bragging."

"That's not what this is about. In fact, he probably told me because he wanted to say that my... affection for him was a delusion. And just as he said, there is a strong element of calculation to it. A normal girl would probably be more captivated by sweeter feelings."

"That may be so. But we are royalty, and you, Princess, are also a sorcerer."

"That's true. Although, there is a girl who, despite being royalty, has completely abandoned such emotions."

"You mean Princess Alfina."

"Yes. When I look at her, it makes me feel like my own emotions are so political and calculated. Even though she's the one who is abnormal."

"And yet, Princess, you look so sad right now."

"What has gotten into you all of a sudden?"

"My apologies. It is just that the great Princess Maytyl is being so strangely adorable that I could not help but tease you."

With that, Princess Lisabet straightened her posture.

"As a member of the Empire, I am proud that you, Princess, stand shoulder to shoulder with such a hero. I imagine Ricardo-dono relies on you for that very reason, does he not?"

Her words came as another surprise, and I struggled to respond. Honestly, she was never like this in the past.

"...More importantly, about those figures for dealing with that business in your domain. You'll be in trouble in the future if you only make linear judgments."

"Linear judgments? In the future?"

"It's something I heard from Mia. Well, to explain it simply, let's say a debt's interest doubles every month. Starting with a single gold coin..."

I switched the topic to numbers as if to deflect. Telling her how difficult things would become for her was my own little way of getting back at her.
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			"If I had to give it a title, I suppose it would be 'The Sunken Forest'."

Maytyl said this as she gazed at the aquarium, now with a touch of green. By the way, today she was wearing a one-piece dress, with a circular opening at the chest and lace on the turned-up cuffs.

"The fish swimming among the plants look like butterflies dancing. The fact that it's all underwater makes it even more fantastical."

Princess Lisabet nodded in agreement.

Plants taken from the pond had been added to the tank. There were two types of aquatic plants. One had bright green leaves like mugwort, and the other stretched deep green, spiraled ribbon-like leaves toward the surface. It had been a week since they were planted.

"It's literally an aquascape."

I was satisfied with their words. It was just as I had planned. Small fish swam between the green leaves and the stems that grew from the gravel. The scene floating in the water was certainly picturesque and fantastical. If I were to be greedy, I would want some red-leaved aquatic plants too, but in this world, red carries an inauspicious image. That's a marketing challenge.

"But, the tips of the leaves are starting to look dirty, aren't they?"

Maytyl pointed to a leaf that reached just below the water's surface. It was turning brown and had holes in places. The worst ones were torn, as if they had half melted. The one with spiral leaves seemed to be a type that propagated via runners, like strawberries, but the seedlings that had emerged from between the gravel were collapsing.

Just when I thought they had acclimated to the water and started putting out new leaves and offshoots, they seemed to skip growing and began to wither.

"It's probably a problem with the substrate."

I looked at the bottom of the tank. On closer inspection, the tips of the roots visible between the pebbles were starting to rot.

"Unlike the stream, that pond had mud at the bottom, didn't it?"

"You're as sharp-eyed as ever."

The difference between aquatic and terrestrial plants is their style of nutrient absorption. Terrestrial plants basically absorb phosphorus, potassium, and nitrogen from the soil through their roots. That's because those nutrients are only found there. If you plant them in gravel like in this tank, they would wither in an instant.

But for aquatic plants, the water that covers their entire body is dissolved with those fertilizer components. Nitrogen and phosphorus come from fish food being broken down by bacteria.

Some aquatic plants, like the hornwort common in medaka bowls, have almost no visible roots. If you cut a piece and toss it in a tank, it will just float and multiply. It doesn't need soil, or even gravel.

However, many aquatic plants won't grow well without putting down solid roots. This is especially true for the species that look most like proper plants, suitable for decorating an aquascape. Plus, soil and stone have different specific gravities. Looking at the roots, it was possible they were being damaged by the gravel or compressed by its weight.

"Wouldn't it work to take mud from the pond and spread it on the bottom... oh, no, that's a bad idea."

"Yes, the aquatic plants would probably grow with that. But there are a few problems. One is filtration."

Mud clogs things up. That means you can't secure enough surface area for bacteria to grow. It would also put a strain on Maytyl's screw.

"Next are aesthetics and the hassle of maintenance."

Mud is easily stirred up. Even if water changes and cleaning are minimal, it's a big burden. Since this is a product, that's a factor we can't ignore. In that sense, gravel is a fairly ideal substrate.

"You're right. I wouldn't want to see my screw stirring up mud. So, what's the plan?"

"We'll make a substrate that's lighter than stone, can retain nutrients, and is easier to handle than mud. Something in between gravel and mud. Princess Lisabet, you have pottery artisans, right... huh?"

My voice echoed emptily against the wall. Princess Lisabet, who had been right there a moment ago, was gone.

"The steward called for her a little while ago. She went back to work."

"Is that so. Come to think of it, she seems busier than when I first got here."

"That's because I told her something useful. She's been working with a pale face ever since."

"You told her something useful, and it made her turn pale?"

"Yes. The story I heard from Mia about the 128 gold coins."

"Oh, that..."

"Indeed. A perfect lesson for this small domain, isn't it?"

"......I suppose so."

I shifted my gaze from a triumphant Maytyl back to the aquarium. The glass reflected my own grim expression. Shaking my head, I made my way to Princess Lisabet's office.

"A pottery artisan, you say? Yes, of course we have them in the domain. But, as for a sufficient number..."

"No, one will be enough. I just need a corner of the kiln. There's something I'd like to have fired."

I showed him the brown pellets on a wooden tray. They were bits of clay I had shaped into small grains. Of course, their sizes were uneven, and their shapes were far from spherical. I had made them with the image of the akadama soil used in gardening in my previous world.

***

"Here is the finished product, but, are you sure about this, My Lord?"

A hand stained with clay hesitantly offered me the fired, imitation akadama, now a size smaller. Well, it was just soil. I could more than imagine his confusion at being asked to fire dirt.

I picked up a single pellet and squeezed it between my fingers. It didn't budge. I placed it on a stone on the ground, picked up a smaller pebble, and struck it. Naturally, it shattered. I could see the artisan's face turn pale.

"The hardness is sufficient. Thank you."

The artisan's eyes went wide as I offered him a silver coin, an Imperial one, as payment. For the record, my backup plan was to get some failed pottery, smash it, and use the pieces.

***

In the two-layered substrate, gravel on the bottom and the brown, fired soil on top, the same two types of aquatic plants as before had taken root.

"How interesting. You can see new buds sprouting from the roots in different places from the side."

Maytyl said. A runner was visible, tracing its way through the baked akadama right along the aquarium wall, with a new offshoot reaching up into the water from it.

"It's less a root and more of a rhizome, really."

The aquatic plants, which must have taken a liking to the new substrate, were sending out more and more runners. Judging by the vigorous vegetative propagation, with new shoots growing progressively taller the closer they were to the parent plant, it seemed they would soon fill the entire tank.

At this rate, they were probably absorbing a fair amount of nitrate too. All that was left was to pull out these plants as needed, which would have the same effect as removing nitrate from the water. Though now, potassium, which isn't in the fish food, would become deficient.

"It's strange how much more beautiful it looks than when I saw it before."

Maytyl said, watching the school of small fish swim through their paradise. Princess Lisabet also nodded.

"Yes, to think that such familiar fish could shine so much as the main characters of this aquascape."

The two women's eyes were sparkling. Come to think of it, in my previous world, tropical fish were supposedly an excellent tool for luring girls back to your home.

"I can see how this would sell as a product. I want one myself."

"For you it would just be a test subject, wouldn't it, Maytyl?"

"How rude."

"To think such a beautiful and mysterious scene could be seen right in one's room. I would like one as well."

"Of course, I'll leave this one as a product sample. However, it's still incomplete. If left as is, its beauty will be short-lived."

I said, looking at the corners of the tank and the surfaces of the plants. A faint haze was forming there, a promise of future collapse. The aquatic plants weren't the only vegetation that was thriving.

***

Another five days passed.

"Ugh. It's a shadow of its former self. ...The fish seem fine, though."

Maytyl said with a strained expression, looking at the tank now submerged in a greenish-brown haze.

"Well, this is what I expected."

When I put my hand in, slimy algae clung to it, and a grassy smell wafted from the surface. Through the murk, I could see the faint glint of fish scales.

Yes, it was algae, the nemesis of aquariums. Well, to be precise, it's not moss, but algae. Even though I was limiting the food, nutrients were continuously being supplied to the water, and the substrate was a nutrient-rich imitation soil. And the light source wasn't fluorescent bulbs, but the much stronger light of the sun.

The conditions were perfect for an explosive growth of algae. You could even say the environment was made for it.

"What are you going to do about this? You can't possibly remove it by hand, can you?"

Maytyl said with a look of despair.

"It's impossible for human hands. First, we'll cover the tank to block out the sunlight. As for the rest..."

I picked up a net. I would have to go to the pond one more time.

"It's time to deploy the biological weapons."
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			The World Reflected in Those Eyes

			A small space rested before my eyes. I could hold it easily in both hands. It was smaller than a clothing box, which would not hold even a single garment.

I found my eyes drawn into the tiny spectacle.

Inside a cube stained light blue, green leaves swayed in the current. Silver scaled fish, clad in red and blue, swam languidly among them. A painting of the same size would seem paltry, a sculpture trite. Its beauty existed only because it moved.

"A living miniature garden. How interesting that it even comes with gardeners."

My gaze fell upon a newly added organism. A legged creature, about the same size as the fish. Ricardo had called it a "biological weapon," making me imagine something truly monstrous, but it was just a small shrimp, the kind you might find among the weeds in a pond.

Covered in drab brown armor, it walked through the water on thin legs, brandishing its long antennae. Its movements were restless, a stark contrast to the small fish swimming gracefully through the water.

They were working everywhere, on the round, baked clay spread across the bottom, on the surface of the glass, and on the leaves and stems of the aquatic plants. Like tiny seamstresses, their two small claws worked without pause. They were pruning the weeds in this submerged garden. For them, however, it was a meal.

These shrimp were what had returned that rotten scene to its current beautiful state.

After that, all Ricardo did was add five of these shrimp to the tank and cover the whole thing with a cloth. Blocking the light caused the light-dependent algae to wither. The aquatic plants were larger and grew more slowly, so they could apparently endure by using their stored nutrients.

As a result, the shrimp had cleaned up all the brown algae. From now on, the shrimp would eat the algae at a stage when it was still too small for the human eye to see.

Indeed, the glass surface was as clean as if it had been polished. It was cleaner than if a person had wiped it with a cloth, and what’s more, it was fascinating to watch. I could see children, especially boys, pressing their faces right up against it.

Could it be that this product is also for Alex? Hmm, if I was put through all this trouble for his sake, I might have a few choice words about it.

"I was worried when it was covered in that green haze, but it has become an even more splendid product. In addition to the fish and aquatic plants, there are shrimp. How much do you think this will be worth?"

"Let’s see. It’s a luxury item, and considering the cost of transport and such, how about this much?"

"Oh my."

Princess Lisabet, who had initially called the fish unremarkable, started calculating on an abacus with Ricardo. A literally money-minded conversation had begun.

"How boorish, in the face of such a beautiful sight."

"……" "……"

The two of them turned to me with looks of surprise.

"What. I’m perfectly capable of appreciating beautiful things. An artistic eye is necessary for sketching monsters, you know."

"The first half of your sentence contradicts the second."

"That sounds just like you, Princess."

The two of them laughed.

"Hmph. Well, fine. You’re a lord and a merchant, after all. But."

I thought for a moment. Even to me, a layman when it comes to business, this looked like it would sell. Ricardo had said he would line the tanks up in the convention center and the futures exchange, the heart of where people gathered in Central Garden, and it would spread as a new trend. Princess Lisabet would surely welcome an increase in exports from her domain. And for the Empire, reducing the trade deficit with the kingdom, even by a little, was important both economically and politically.

Even so, listening to the figures being exchanged next to me, I still couldn't understand.

"For a great merchant like Ricardo to come all this way and spend nearly two months on it, this seems a little small."

"I told you from the start it wasn’t a huge deal."

"This is a very promising matter for us, though. Well, it is certainly a small project for you, Ricardo-dono."

Princess Lisabet said this, and Ricardo gave a wry smile.

"Is this some kind of cover to secretly test that screw with your kingdom’s palace? You actually have made a lot of research progress with speed adjustments and whatnot."

"Don’t say such scary things. That’s not it. Well, I know it connects to that sort of thing, though."

I voiced what I had been thinking. Ricardo shook his head. I did not understand. Surely that was far more important. Just as I was about to argue my point, there was a knock on the door.

"Princess Lisabet. There is a petition regarding the lodging town."

"What is it?"

"Well, it is not something for this room."

Princess Lisabet’s lady-in-waiting informed her mistress. They moved to a corner of the room to speak. It was probably about that issue. The population increase was causing various problems, such as a rise in human waste and a shortage of firewood and charcoal. In that sense, perhaps it was a blessing this product was on such a small scale.

"I am sorry, but I must step out for a moment."

Princess Lisabet left the room.

"She seems to have her hands full."

Ricardo watched her go, his voice a little dark. I wonder if he prefers the obedient, feminine type like her. Alfina is like that, and Mia too. Well, Mia is a little different.

"Forget about things here, what about you, Maytyl? Didn’t you have business in the Imperial Capital to begin with?"

"The person in question, His Majesty the next Emperor, hasn’t returned from the old capital. It seems he found some new information over there. Something about a detailed map of the western side of the Despair Mountains."

"Is that so. Come to think of it, trade with the west was cut off."

◇◇

Three days after the completion of what Ricardo called his small product, I had finished preparing for my departure to my "post." In the end, Dagobard had decided to head to Central Garden. The map they found must have contained something incredibly important, something related to magical energy observation.

Honestly, what did I even come all this way for. I looked at my own fancier-than-usual attire and shrugged. I suppose I failed to achieve my intended results as well.

Oh well. It was rather interesting, so I do not mind.

I bid farewell to the fish tank. It would be left here as a product sample. It would be a lie to say I had not grown attached to this living work of art that I had watched over from the very beginning.

Bathed in the light from the window, the aquatic plants had tiny bubbles on them as they stretched their leaves. A small piece of driftwood Ricardo had picked up from the riverbank later on also added to the atmosphere.

"Ah, hey, that’s not food. Wait. To the fish, it is food, isn't it."

On top of that driftwood, a fish ate a tiny shrimp larva, no bigger than a grain of sand. It is only natural for small animals to be eaten by larger ones.

"This isn’t like me. This is the same as us eating birds or cows."

Wait a minute.

The sun’s light makes the grass grow. Birds and cows eat the grass, and we eat their meat. It is perfectly ordinary. So what about what is in front of me? Shrimp eat the aquatic plants and algae that grow from the light, and fish eat the shrimp. It is the same.

No, it is more than that.

I thought as I watched the brown substance emerge from the fish’s anal fin.

The fish waste, the shed shrimp shells, and even their carcasses are returned to the soil by the Mucus inside. That becomes fertilizer and nurtures the plants. It cycles?

"Wait a minute."

The words escaped my lips. I blinked in spite of myself. The small product before me now looked like something else entirely. I caught a glimpse of why such a tiny space had captured my eyes and would not let go.

"Hey, Ricardo."

I opened my mouth timidly, unable to keep the possibility I had thought of to myself.

"These fish. Could they be, us?"

When I asked, Ricardo looked surprised. He understood my outlandish words. I see, so it was like that from the very start.

But I had bigger things to worry about. I had realized something about the living art, the beautiful miniature garden before me.

"If that’s the case, Ricardo. Then this tank, it’s a self-contained version of the world itself, isn’t it."

"Well, light, air, and food come from the outside. You’re sharp to have noticed."

Ricardo’s answer was, as expected, an affirmation. He looked at me with a strange expression, as if he were both troubled and impressed.

"What if this tank were ten times larger, with the same number of fish?"

"Under ideal conditions, they might not need any food. Right, even under the current conditions, if it were just shrimp and not fish, they might be able to sustain themselves on light alone."

What does he mean, a small business.

I glared back at the man who was looking at me with a troubled expression, fighting the urge to be intimidated.

There had been many times when I had been horrified by this man’s knowledge. But until now, those feelings had been outweighed by stronger emotions like greater interest or curiosity.

This, however, was different. He had packed the workings of the world into a small glass box. An attempt to place the world itself on the dissecting table of an experiment. It was like the viewpoint of a god.

"You, just how many schemes do you have?"

It was fear, no, awe that moved my mouth. But my words stopped halfway. Something still felt off. I planted my feet, which had instinctively tried to back away. Then, I looked at the tank before me once more.

It was a world that circulated within a closed space. Yes, just like this small basin.

Suddenly, I remembered Princess Lisabet’s words, and Ricardo’s reaction to them. I realized I had seen that look in his eyes before. It was on his face shortly after we left the town, when he looked back at the developing Central Garden. His eyes, looking at that city which seemed to have so much room for growth, held a hint of melancholy.

For just a moment, just an instant, I felt like I had seen into the depths of his eyes.

What if that was not how he saw it? The next moment, Mia’s story of the 128 gold coins came back to me. The very story I had so sagely taught Princess Lisabet the other day.

A man borrows a single gold coin. The interest doubles each month. When the debt reaches 128 coins, he will be executed. The interest rate is impossibly high, and execution is certainly harsh. But that is not the point of the story.

In the first month, the debt becomes two gold coins. In the second month, four. Then it grows to eight, then sixteen. After seven months, the debt reaches the limit of 128 coins, and it is all over for the man. But what about the month before that? The debt is 64 coins. It looks as if he is only halfway to ruin. As if he still has another half a year, an illusion.

Yes, the man spends six months walking half the way to the executioner’s block. Then, in the next single month, he covers the entire remaining distance.

At first, the change seems small and linear, but it is not. Incidentally, even without the impossible assumption of doubling, with an interest rate as low as ten percent, it is only the timescale that changes. One day, at least from a human perspective, a great change can suddenly occur.

The problems that troubled Princess Lisabet. And the filtration that Ricardo had been concerned about from the start of the tank. In this limited box, the more the small fish multiply in the future, the more apparent these issues will become. In this small world, how much prosperity can these fish maintain?

No, wait. That is still strange. Around that city, aside from the area by the great river, there are vast, open plains. Even if that city grew to ten times its current size, no, twenty times, there probably would not be a problem.

"Could it be that this world isn't that big?"

"No, it’s big. But, how do I put this. I’ve brought concepts from my world over and sort of messed with the speed of progress here. And with skewed knowledge, at that. When you think about it like that, I start to worry about what will happen to the balance between various fields, something that would normally be adjusted naturally."

Ricardo said that dealing with the magical pulse period came first, scratching his head. But the melancholy in his eyes did not fade.

"You mean things like population growth?"

The way population, that is, the number of humans, increases clearly follows the pattern of the gold coins. Suppose a couple has four children. Ideally, the population doubles in one generation. With a generation being twenty years, we could prosper for hundreds of years without a care, growing and growing. All without realizing that the very next generation might bring ruin to the world.

But still, that is just too much. I tried to shake off the impossible thought, but Ricardo nodded.

"Yeah, something like that. Also the amount of magical resources, Magic Crystals, needed. You know, that winter box uses a fair bit, right? And this screw. The applications for magical power are endless. And that, in turn, increases the population."

Ricardo said this as he watched the small cylinder spin inside the tank. Beside it was the winter box, a magic tool I could no longer imagine living without, still consuming magical power.

"It’s a topic that has no bearing on the present. That’s why this is just a small business. But a hundred years from now, two hundred, no, actually even later. I can’t see that far into the future. So, this is my way of at least leaving this behind."

He said this and laughed playfully. As I began to understand his explanation, the fear from before subsided. Normally, I should have been exasperated. I should have said, "What do you mean, a small business." But I was struck by a completely different emotion.

"That’s not something for you to bear alone, Ricardo."

And I uttered the complete opposite words.

Back when I was still absorbed in sorcery research in the Empire, an emotion would occasionally surface in my heart when I was alone in my room. It was something I had forgotten for a very long time, but now it revived within me. The view from a height no one else had reached. It must have been a loneliness that was two sides of the same coin as pride.

Since meeting Ricardo and starting research with Noel, Fulsy, and the others under him, I had forgotten such feelings. I did not even feel it at night here, when I was adjusting the screw by myself.

So what about Ricardo? Isn’t he lonely? Isn’t he isolated? He prides himself on his knowledge, but he does not see it as his own power. So what is left, it is not just loneliness. Standing alone on a peak, looking at the wide world, at a world long after he is dead.

That can’t be right.

Yes, the expression Ricardo showed just now, when I realized his intention. A face that looked a little relieved, a little at ease. That means. He wanted someone, even just one person, to see the same thing.

If that is the case, isn't there something I can do? The moment I thought that, something in my heart clicked perfectly into place. Two circuits that had been slightly misaligned until now became one.

"No, that’s why, I’m doing this for profit. You know, basically leaving it all to the people of the future. It’s not a serious issue, I’m sure the people of the future will solve it with technology."

Ah, I have been completely enclosed now. Just like the fish in this tank.

I lifted the hem of my frilled, dress-like garment and pointed at the tank.

"You failed to protect yourself, Ricardo. So be quiet. I’ve already decided."

Then I took a step toward Ricardo. Ugh, this long skirt is just getting in the way.

"I’ll be your partner in this."

"Wha, wait, Maytyl, so."

"What is it?"

I pointed at the cylindrical piece of metal rotating inside the tank. Then I gave him a smirk. At least in this field, I will stand by his side. I am definitely better suited for this field than Alfina.

"You need me, don’t you. Instead of hoping for someone in the future, Ricardo, you should start by putting your faith in me, right here, right now."

Actually, Mia is the real rival. No, I need to discuss this with Mia. We should probably form an alliance. Alright, I can see a path to a more certain victory than just dressing up to impress him.

Hee hee, you had better remember this. You are keeping a rare, beautiful, and brilliant fish like me, so I expect to be fed properly. Properly enough to. well, you know.
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			An Adult Scent

			"How about this attire for today?"

I took a dress from the closet. It was primarily white, with the skirt portion dyed a pale blue from the hem up.

Considering the sunlight outside the window, a summery outfit would surely look splendid.

"Thank you, Sia."

I helped Hime-sama change. Her skin was so white and delicate it seemed a waste to cover it with clothes. It was captivating, even to another woman’s eyes. Of course, exposing it to the gaze of the opposite sex was unthinkable, and unforgivable.

To accentuate the white, I covered her slender waist with a dark deerskin corset, lacing it in a diagonal cross with a wide green cord. Her waist was so thin she hardly needed such a thing. It felt as if it might break with the slightest pressure. Then, I adorned her collar with a matching green ribbon.

"Now, please look in the mirror."

I turned the full-length mirror toward Hime-sama. Before it, Hime-sama held her hands slightly out, like a little fledgling. I watched over her from behind. Yes, she was truly lovely and beautiful again today. The green accent suited her sparkling blue hair and clear azure eyes so well.

"..."

"Hime-sama?"

Her face in the mirror clouded over slightly. My mother often told me. Hime-sama never makes selfish demands. That is why I, her milk-sister, must be the one to perceive her needs.

"Are you not pleased with it?"

"No, that's not it. I have no complaints with your selection, Sia. It's just..."

Hime-sama trailed off for a moment, then turned to face me.

"Well, don't I look a little childish?"

"N, not at all..."

Having just thought she looked as lovely as a fledgling, my denial was a moment too late. I could not deny that the white and pale blue dress emphasized her innocent air. But that was Hime-sama's charm. Even if she looked a bit childish, who would dare laugh at it?

The real question is, why is she thinking such a thing?

My heart grew heavy as I wondered whose eyes she was imagining herself in. It was incredibly rare for Hime-sama to worry about her clothes at all.

Besides being lovely in whatever she wore, her position serving in the cathedral meant she never desired anything extravagant. Even after she was finally granted a cosmetics allowance by the King. As her handmaiden, I almost found it wanting.

"We have some darker colored garments. But considering the season..."

Hime-sama glanced at the mirror once more, then placed her hands on the corset.

"Was it too tight?"

"No, well, maybe you could tighten it a little more..."

"I do not think it is necessary..."

It was more of an accent for her waist than a proper corset anyway.

"It will only..."

"If you say so, Sia, then I am sure you are right."

She accepted my words without question. My heart soared at her trust.

From the jewelry box on her desk, Hime-sama took out the single brooch kept within, a piece of jade. It was her most treasured possession, one she did not normally use. She never wore it to official functions like those at the royal court. It was a keepsake from her mother.

That one item showed just how important the person she was about to meet was to her.

Reporting to her from the edge of the garden should be more than enough for a man like that.

◇◇

"Ricardo-kun."

Hime-sama's voice bounced with an excitement so clear that even I could hear it. A man appeared from the shadows of the garden as if he were a lowly servant. The moment I saw him, a fierce anger welled up inside me.

A loosened necktie, sleeves rolled up. A slip of paper stuck out from the ink-stained pouch at his waist. There was dust on the shoulder of his unadorned vest. And on his feet were boots with dirtied toes.

His appearance was a testament to the fact he had just been working in the warehouse. Indeed, the warehouse lent to the man's company was over that way. In any case, it was no way to appear before any woman, let alone a princess.

Well, I suppose his face was not entirely without a certain coolness. His height was also passable. But to put it another way, he was ordinary. More than anything, he completely lacked dignity, ambition, and reliability. I could never acknowledge him as someone worthy of Hime-sama.

How many men in the kingdom would wish for an invitation to this gathering? Did he have any idea how special, how valuable, the smile currently directed at him truly was?

He accepted this privilege as if it were his due... no, his eyes widened slightly as he looked at Hime-sama. Of course they did.

Hime-sama's body tensed under the man's gaze. It was not the same way she used to endure the stares of others through sheer effort, but a tension born of a different reason. I could not help but clench my own fists. Surely even this boorish man would offer a word of praise.

Hime-sama, shining in the sunlight, was so radiant that not a shred of flattery was necessary. He just had to say what he saw. He could at least do that much.

"Well... right. We do not have much time, so let me explain the honey harvest."

"Yes."

I wanted to kick him. The man started talking business without so much as a seasonal greeting. He was supposedly a merchant, but I sincerely doubted his competence. Any decent merchant who frequented this place would praise the appearance of even a handmaiden like me.

Dismayed by his treatment of her, I timidly checked Hime-sama's face. But she was hanging on the man's every word.

"The problem is caring for the spring flowers before the renge bloom. If we can do that, we can further..."

Talk of money, unsuited for a tea party, continued. He was speaking of the village that served as Hime-sama's newly granted cosmetics allowance. Being from the west, I knew what the villages around there were like, and I had been furious at first. To grant a single country village to a princess who had achieved so much.

But the figures this man was now explaining were, to put it mildly, significant. It was because of this that Hime-sama was able to choose some personal attire, even if only a few outfits.

Incidentally, my own wages had also been increased. Of course, that was due to Hime-sama's generosity and had nothing to do with the man before me.

In the first place, this man was a merchant. It would be pointless if he could not at least earn money. His business was protected by Hime-sama's authority, after all.

"So, with that, do you have any questions?"

"Um, this part here..."

Hime-sama accepted the ledger from the man and pointed to several figures. I did not think she needed to remember such things. My heart grew restless, for it was like she was preparing to marry into a merchant family.

Unaware of my inner turmoil, the man answered her questions, nodding with a "I see."

"And that is the situation."

"Thank you. I understand it well now."

"Well then..."

As soon as the explanation was over, the man was already preparing to stand. He should just hurry back to the warehouse. That was my thought, but seeing Hime-sama's face...

"If you would. It is about that time, so I can have a light meal prepared."

I forced myself to interject, feeling as though I might bite through my lip.

"Oh, yes. What do you think, Ricardo-kun?"

"Then, I shall take you up on your kind offer."

French toast was brought out, and Hime-sama partook of it with an innocent expression. Apparently, it was this man who had invented it. I wanted to call it a paltry imitation of a chef's work, but it was very delicious, especially when eaten with a generous amount of honey...

"French toast really is delicious, isn't it?"

Hime-sama said with a bright voice, a tiny bit of honey on the corner of her lips. She hurriedly covered her mouth with a handkerchief. A blush colored her porcelain cheeks.

"How embarrassing... I used too much honey."

"No, that is not..."

The man's eyes darted about, troubled. I wanted to say it was cute, so it was fine, but I had no choice but to remain silent.

"Right, speaking of honey, I just remembered something I wanted you to try."

With that, the man headed toward the warehouse. He returned with a small, amber vial in his hand, tinged with a slight redness. It looked like honey, but the color was subtly different. As Hime-sama watched with anticipation, the man opened the vial. A faint fragrance drifted over the table...

The man took a small piece of French toast on his plate and poured the reddish liquid over it. Then, he presented it to Hime-sama. I instinctively blocked his hand.

"I will test it for poison first."

"Sia. Ricardo-kun would not..."

"No, that was thoughtless of me."

The man cut the French toast in two, moving one piece to his own plate. We ate the same thing at the same time. The man was, for all intents and purposes, Hime-sama's guest. I could not allow him to try it first.

Feeling Hime-sama's gaze fixed upon me, I tentatively moved my mouth. The next moment, a sweetness colored by an indescribable aroma and a faint bitterness spread through my mouth. I covered my mouth with my hand without thinking.

"W, what is this?"

My mouth filled with various fragrances and the subtle scent of alcohol. Like the highest quality tea with sugar, a slight bitterness seemed to enhance the sweetness.

"Whiskey... it is a barrel used to age distilled grain spirits. I acquired an old one that was about to be discarded. I put honey in it and let it age for a year."

The man explained. I see, this aroma and flavor were the concentrated residual scent of the distilled spirits. I have never heard of such a method...

"Only Sia gets to..."

Hime-sama used words she would never normally use. I hurried to place some French toast on a plate, and the man poured the red honey over it.

Her delicate white hands moved above the plate. Her form was perfect. But her movements were a little fast. The silver fork captured the golden bread through the reddish honey and lifted it.

Slowly, yet just a little faster than usual, the piece was brought to her cherry-pink lips. The two of us found ourselves captivated by her lovely face.

"A slightly unusual sweetness... Um, a very complex fragrance..."

The faint bitterness must have touched her tongue, considering Hime-sama's preferences. She looked a little troubled. I had no choice but to speak.

"Ricardo-sama must have thought such a mature flavor would be suitable for you, Hime-sama."

I said while glaring at the man. Hime-sama hurriedly took a second bite. Her mouth moved slowly, as if savoring the fragrance. She gave a small nod.

"It is a wonderful aroma. Will you be selling this as a new product?"

"Thank you. That is the plan, for now. But it is still in the trial stage. I have only been tasting it myself every few months, so this is the first time I have given it to anyone else."

"Is that so? Then I am the first..."

Hime-sama's face, relaxed with pride, clouded slightly as she looked at me.

"Sia was the first, wasn't she?"

She said and smiled at me. Because I have served her since she was a small child, I could see the very slight puff of her cheeks. It is so very rare that it is a little frightening, Hime-sama.

I stepped away from the table to change the hot water. Since one could say he had prepared a special item for Hime-sama, I would leave them alone together, just for a little while. So, he had better improve Hime-sama's mood by the time I returned.

With a new pot in hand, I glanced at the table from a distance. For just a moment, the man and woman who should have been so ill-matched looked perfect for each other. It must have been a trick of the eyes. I was sure it was because of the scent of liquor from before.
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			Awakening

			A gray wall stood before me. I reached out and grasped the top of it. I pulled out a bundle of paper and spread it on the desk. Then, I scanned the rows of numbers laid out there.

A portion of the vast array of numbers glowed red, issuing a warning. It felt as if a triangle had been wedged into a wall of square bricks. The equations in my head creaked and groaned under the strain.

The person who taught me this was not an abnormality but a kind of talent called it synesthesia. Apparently, I wasn't seeing numbers, but numerary arts. And he was the one who drew me out of the shell I had retreated into inside my own head.

I have never for a moment forgotten my gratitude for that. I haven't, but...

I stacked the documents I had processed in an instant and moved them to the side of the desk. Then, I pulled a new bundle from the wall in front of me. Over the now shorter wall, I could see black hair and the crown of a head.

"Why did you let it get this bad, Senpai."

I directed my protest at Ricardo’s head as he stared intently at a single sheet of paper.

"W, well, you know, I didn’t want to rely on you too much, Mia, since you’re busy with the company. Besides, Alfina is…"

"I know about that situation, so it’s fine. Actually, Alfina was the one who told me about this disaster."

I cut Ricardo off. He was already busy with just the futures exchange, yet as soon as he returned from the Empire, he started planning a new business venture. On top of that, his work as the Lord of Calamity had increased because of the eastern records discovered at the foot of the dragon mountain.

It was at that exact time that Alfina, his assistant, could no longer push herself so hard. His work was bound to collapse. He should have realized that taking on anything new was impossible. But once you saw the aquarium in person and understood its significance, you couldn't just stop.

More than anything...

"Speaking of which, you seem to have gotten quite friendly with Maytyl during this business trip."

I looked at a small crystal placed on the desk. It emitted a faint purple light, a fragment of the prophetic crystal that had shattered at the end of the battle with the Magic Insects. It was one of the few pieces that seemed to retain some of its original properties.

It radiated a magic so strong that even I, with almost no aptitude, could feel it.

Maytyl had brought it. She had said it was incredibly precious, yet she left it behind.

That's because although she started off talking about magic and whatnot, she soon switched to bragging about her "trip to the Empire" with Ricardo. That’s right, Maytyl is ridiculously enthusiastic about this aquarium. In fact, I heard about the aquarium’s purpose from her.

I have quite a few things to say about that "I’m the only one who understands Ricardo" attitude of hers.

"I wonder what on earth happened during that month or more in the Empire."

"…"

Incidentally, while we were talking, Alfina, who wasn't in perfect health, brought us tea, but she showed little interest in Maytyl’s attitude. That confidence of hers was a little irritating too.

"This isn't going to be worth my while unless I get a special reward."

"R, right, just name it."

"I can substitute anything for the variable? Are you sure?"

"…I’d like to add the condition ‘within reason’."

"I'll think about it."

Honestly, there was no "thing" I wanted. No, I could get my hands on most things if I wanted them. The heiress to the Vinder Company has that much power.

What was wrong with Ricardo’s nerves, casually handing over a company that possessed, or rather, continued to generate such immense wealth to a mere servant?

An orphan from a poor village should by all rights have been worked to the bone and discarded. Thanks to him, I can’t say many of the things I want to.

For example, that he might be dumping all the troublesome work on me while he's still enjoying his newlywed phase. Or that he’s casting me aside, his servant of so many years, for Maytyl…

"Anyway, let's get this finished quickly. We don't have much time before our appointment with Noel. We were talking about the fish tank models, right? The Vinder Company will be selling those, too."

"R, right."

That was enough sarcasm for now. The dark circles under my senpai’s eyes were deep as he looked at me. I probably looked much the same. I had been busy these past few days preparing for the shareholders' meeting.

Those children from Leylia have started becoming useful, so I can delegate some work to them. Come to think of it, Collet and Leon too… If even Maytyl gets the jump on me…

…

Huh? The numbers I recalculated look faintly red. Wait, which parts did I just connect…

"Are you alright?"

"You’re one to talk, Senpai. Look, this number here is wrong."

I rubbed my eyes, then pointed out Ricardo’s mistake.

"Huh? Oh, you're right. My brain isn't working either."

Ricardo also shook his head. Across the mountain of documents, two heads swayed. At this rate, we wouldn't finish by noon.

"Um, that part is…"

I tried to visualize the calculation in my mind. The formula wavered in my foggy head.

I looked up to see my senpai, who should have been waiting for my answer, with the crown of his head turned toward me. The angle of my own head began to droop…

As I sensed a faint purple light in the corner of my eye, my consciousness sank into a dark pit.

…

…

My consciousness ascended toward a dim light. The first thing I felt was a soft weight covering me. And a strange resilience supporting my body.

A warm, smooth cloth enveloped me. I lifted it with a slow movement. And then… I turned pale in the light streaming from the window. The sun’s angle was clearly past noon.

"Senpai, why didn’t you wake…"

I froze mid-sentence at the sight of the black hair right in front of my eyes. Somehow, I was in the same bed as Ricardo. In a narrow, single bed, pressed right up against each other…

"…What’s wrong, Alfina…"

At the sound of my voice, Ricardo sluggishly sat up. He rubbed his eyes and stared at me with a vacant look. He blinked.

"Wait… Mia!?"

He clutched his head. "I’m sorry, Alfina, I finally…" he muttered. Shouldn't he be concerned about me first?

Well, I did confirm that my clothes were not in disarray. But that was part of the problem. The cloth covering my body so securely was made of a material I had never felt before.

I own some respectable clothes for visiting the royal palace and such. But the dress I was wearing now was nothing like that. It was a sleeveless, spring-green one-piece. It was unbelievably thin, yet so smooth. I had never even seen fabric with such a sheen. I wonder what Vinaldira would say if she saw it.

Was I changed while I was sleeping? It’s strange that I wouldn't have noticed, no matter how tired I was. Who carried me here in the first place?

And they put both of us in the same bed. Could this have been Alfina’s doing… no, that's impossible.

But I'd never seen a room like this at the futures exchange or the Lord of Calamity's residence. My eyes were still blurry, and I couldn't get a good sense of my surroundings.

"Anyway. We have to get back to work. Noel could be here any minute."

Confused, I tried to return to reality, which was work.

"Y, yeah, you're right. Um, what time is it…"

Ricardo shook his head and reached for a wooden shelf next to the bed. On it was a small, thin sheet of glass. He picked up the object, whose purpose I couldn’t fathom, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. He stared at the symbol-like pattern displayed on its surface, ‘15:12’, and…

"Why is there a digital alarm clock here?"

He flopped face-down on the bed as if to smash it.

"…It seems we’re dreaming."

"That’s the most plausible conclusion, isn’t it."

We got out of bed and now sat facing each other at a small table. I copied Ricardo, but I was hesitant to sit directly on the floor with my bare feet. The floor was clean, though.

This is a dream. There are a lot of strange things, but that explanation makes the most sense.

I hadn't noticed until now, but this room itself is strange. Or rather, it feels like I had only perceived the bed and the light from the window until just a moment ago.

Then, as if they appeared out of nowhere, the floor and table came into my awareness. They looked to have an incredibly sophisticated design, unlike anything I had ever seen. For example, this table’s top is a single sheet of glass.

"This is from when you were ‘over here’, Senpai."

"Yeah. My apartment from graduate school. I want to say it's been years, but in this world's time, it's right at the edge of my memory."

Senpai spoke as he looked at the clock, or whatever it was, that he had just knocked over on the bed.

If this is a dream, then naturally, it's my dream. That means the person in front of me is the Senpai inside my dream. Is this scene also something my mind imagined based on what Senpai told me about his world?

For instance, the white box in the corner of the room is apparently that "winter box". I didn't even notice until Ricardo pointed it out.

Well, I do have some thoughts about my own mental state for having a dream like this. Like my rivalry with Maytyl, for example…

"We need to wake up soon. We have work to do."

"Yeah, Noel will chew us out."

We both tried to wake up, though since this is my dream, it's pointless unless I wake up myself.

…

"It’s not working."

"Yeah, not a single sign of it."

Just as we exchanged troubled looks, our stomachs growled in unison.

To think you can get hungry even in a dream. I guess that means my sleeping body is hungry. I remembered that I hadn't eaten breakfast because I'd been summoned so early.

"It's strange to say this in a dream, but shall we eat something first and then think?"

"I agree. Let’s see…"

Considering the content of this dream and my empty stomach, I have no choice but to blame my senpai. And so, I decided to make an unreasonable request of the senpai in my dream.

"Well then, since we have the chance, I’d like to have a meal from your original world, Senpai."
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			"Well, since we have the chance, I'd like to try a meal from your original world, Senpai."

I said it, being a little mischievous. Since this is my dream, only things I know should be able to appear.

Come to think of it, these clothes feel similar to the ones Ricardo was talking about with Vina.

"Alright. But I was a poor student, so don't get your hopes up. Hmmm, and even if I say food from here, you'd probably find straight washoku a bit much, Mia. I'm sure things like natto would be impossible for you..."

Senpai groaned with a 'hmmm'. Unfamiliar words popped up here and there, but I could tell he was trying to choose something with me in mind.

"The best place I know is... Right, that place should work. I'm pretty sure they serve lunch until five in the evening."

Led by Senpai, I stepped outside. I walked along a black road behind him, amazed by the scenery I had never seen before.

Senpai stopped in front of a house that looked more familiar than the overly rectangular buildings, which are apparently called 'buildings', that surrounded us. It had red bricks and white plaster walls, and a garden with a flowerbed. However, the glass-enclosed terrace? that jutted out into that garden was a little beyond my imagination. We entered the shop. It was bright, and the air temperature was kept low. It had been muggy outside, so it felt very comfortable.

...It's okay. I have heard stories about horseless carriages, and about places that are cool even in summer. Calming my confused heart, I took the seat I was guided to. This part, at least, was the same.

The menu had pictures so beautiful I had never seen anything like them, they looked just like the real thing. Below the pictures were symbols, the same numbers as the clock? in Senpai's room. They must be the prices.

"How do you read this?"

"Ah, right, you can't read it, Mia. Um, this place specializes in kaisen Italian..."

"...I don't understand what you're saying."

"That's because it hasn't come into the Kingdom since trade with the east was cut off. Basically, it means they're good at dishes using things like fish and shellfish. In that case, to get a taste of everything, how about this lunch course?"

Senpai took a separate sheet made of cardstock from the menu and turned it toward me.

It appeared to be a three-course meal. The largest, main dish was a meal similar to the one Senpai made for Maytyl. On top of it were some unfamiliar white cylindrical and red spherical ingredients. The plates on the left and right were likely the appetizer and dessert. They looked very beautiful and refined, though I couldn't imagine what they tasted like.

Ricardo opened the wallet he took from his pocket, counted the papers inside, and sighed.

I didn't quite understand the concept of price, but the fact that this had one less digit than the other menu items with more dishes probably meant something.

Maybe it was my fault that the Senpai in my dream was so stingy.

"Alright, I'll leave it to you."

When I nodded, Ricardo called over the waitress from before. "Two lunch specials, please," she said, writing on her notepad, then held out a small slip of paper she had in her hand.

"This is a special service for couples. You may each choose one of three desserts."

Senpai's face became troubled. I silently accepted the dessert menu.

My heart started to beat a little faster. Come to think of it, I had no memory of ever eating at a fashionable restaurant like this with Senpai, and especially not just the two of us. Not even in a dream.

...

"Here is your appetizer."

The waitress placed a rectangular plate in front of each of us.

The rectangular plate was pure white porcelain. On top of it, glossy orange slices were arranged beautifully. Underneath the slices of fish, a green fruit was laid out in round cuts. A white powder was sprinkled over the top.

Even seeing it in person, it was a completely unfamiliar dish. But a familiar scent reached my nose.

Drawn by the aroma, I took a knife and fork from the wooden box placed at the edge of the table.

I stared at Senpai. Apparently, the way to use them was the same.

"Um, let me explain. This is a fish called salmon that's been marinated. What's underneath it is a fruit called avocado."

"Is that cheese sprinkled on top? And this scent."

"Ah, that's yuzu... Yairu Fruit, back in your world. The sauce's flavor is based on a washoku style, which is this country's form of cuisine."

Following Senpai's lead, I pierced the red fish along with the green fruit on my fork and brought it to my mouth.

It had a thick, sticky texture. The taste was a little distinct, completely different from river fish. But the powdered cheese and some other unique saltiness wrapped it up nicely. The fruit underneath was not sweet at all, yet it had a richness. It felt like it was balanced with the fish on top.

It was undeniably delicious...

But I was bewildered by its deliciousness. The cheese was cheese, and when I put the Yairu Fruit in my mouth, a familiar fragrance spread. Had Senpai ever told me about red fish? And this fruit...

And most of all, what was this salty flavor that formed the base of the taste, something I had never experienced before?

"Cold pasta with scallops."

The main dish arrived. It was a noodle dish with white, circular ingredients on top. "That's the meat of a shellfish from the sea," Senpai explained. Even the plate was chilled.

I pierced it with my fork, twirled the pasta, and ate. It tasted of high-quality flour.

"The thin strips on top are seaweed, a plant that grows in the sea, chopped up. The red grains are the eggs of that salmon from before."

"It's delicious."

The scallops, the star of the dish, were soft and sweet. The little red grains burst when I bit into them, releasing a unique flavor. What created it all was...

"What is this salty taste? It was in the appetizer, too."

"You have a sharp palate, Mia. It's the taste of shoyu. Um, it's a seasoning made from fermented soybeans. It's really nostalgic. It tastes just like the real thing."

Senpai was eating with an even more enraptured expression than I was. "If I just had this, I could make anything taste like washoku..." he murmured.

It was a taste that grew on you once you got used to it. We ate our pasta in silence.

I looked at my empty plate and patted my stomach. I felt like my hunger had been satisfied. I shouldn't have actually eaten anything... no, it felt exactly as if I had.

Is this really a dream...

"It looks like we can choose from these three desserts. What do you want to do?"

At last, the couple's special. It seemed to be Senpai's first time too. Back in our world he was so... But this world's Senpai, I could have him all to myself... wait, it's my dream, so of course I can have him to myself.

"...Ah, doesn't this look like what Fulsy-senpai is making?"

I pointed to a black and white dessert. It looked similar to the sweet that Fulsy-senpai was trying to make with chocolate and Rilka's soft cheese.

"Oh, that's tiramisu. It's actually a bit different, but it's a classic Italian dessert. Should we go with this?"

Tiramisu. Come to think of it, Senpai had said that word after eating Fulsy's new cheese and chocolate cake.

"I feel bad for Fulsy-senpai, but this is more delicious. It feels like there's something different about it... Oh, but I think children would prefer Fulsy-senpai's version."

A layer of white and black, spooned onto a white plate. A rich powder sprinkled on top. It must be cacaolus. But the subtle bitterness soaked into the base tightened the rich combination of cheese and cacaolus. It was rich, yet elegant...

"Fulsy-senpai is a monster for coming up with that on her own. The 'something's missing' that Senpai mentioned was this bitterness. But there's no coffee in our world. Hmmm."

As Senpai started to slip into work mode, I drank the black tea that came with the dessert, feeling a little exasperated. It wasn't bad, but it might be inferior compared to the finest tea in the Kingdom.

Now that my stomach was settled, I was calmer than before. Is this really a dream? So many things I don't know are appearing. If this is a dream, it would make more sense to call it Senpai's dream.

But before Senpai said anything, I noticed the flavor of the shoyu and the bitterness of the tiramisu. The shoyu especially was a taste I had never experienced at all.

A chilling sensation ran down my spine. ...What if this isn't a dream? What if, just what if. What if, just as Senpai came from another world to ours, I came with Senpai to his world?

Senpai had said he'd moved between his original world and our world many times. Our ancestors came from this world about one to two thousand years ago. The monsters moved over from here much, much earlier. Senpai was the most recent case. That was the hypothesis.

Yes, this world. This world that seems so real it has to exist. If that's so, then the idea of us coming here from our world, while absurd, isn't impossible...

And what if it's just the two of us who came here...

As I thought that, I squeezed my thigh tightly under the table. I did it without thinking. There was a normal sensation of pain. But it felt a little faint...

What am I thinking? How much have I left behind in that world...

But in this world, there's no Alfina, no Maytyl...

"What should we do next?"

Senpai spoke just as I shivered at my own imagination.

"Huh? Ah, um. I don't know, so, I'll leave it to you."

It was all I could say in reply.

"Hmm, well, we can only go to places I know anyway... Right, I remember an event a teacher told me about... Let's try going there."

Senpai pointed through the glass wall. There was a particularly tall building. It was absurdly high. I couldn't even guess how it was built.

Why hadn't I noticed it until now?

It must be because this is a dream...



		
		
		
			Chapter 277: The Inverted Shadow in the Mirror
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 277

			The Inverted Shadow in the Mirror

			We entered a "building" several times taller than the castle, so high it felt like my neck would break just looking up. Astonishingly, and perhaps inevitably for a place this tall, Senpai and I were carried upward in a square gondola.

Unlike the first floor, which had been bustling with noisy crowds, the top floor was quiet. It was an elegant space, one you might expect to find in the home of the city's lord.

Senpai explained it was a place like Central Garden's convention center, where various exhibitions are held.

"The exhibits change with the seasons, more or less. I think it was foreign oil paintings until last month. At least, that's what I remember."

"So, what is on display now?"

"That is a surprise for when we get inside."

Senpai bought tickets at the entrance. The admission fee was about the same as our lunch earlier. I tilted my head at his comment, "It is an academic event, so it probably gets some kind of government subsidy."

We walked down a dimly lit passageway with a red carpet. I could not help but touch the wall. It was so smooth I wondered if it had been made with alchemy.

On the glossy paper posted on the walls were strange patterns. Paintings, maybe? They had a translucent, vivid coloration. But they depicted neither people nor scenery.

One shape looked like two circles overlapping. It resembled the number 8, but it was twisted along its central axis. I stopped in my tracks. If this shape were three dimensional…

We went from the passageway into a room. As expected, there were few people. Apparently, it gets quite crowded when they exhibit foreign paintings or sculptures. This meant the current event was unpopular. I had to admit, I could not imagine a painting like the one I just saw drawing the interest of an ordinary person. Though I am not sure what ordinary is here.

Inside the first exhibition room were many transparent cases. The cases were shockingly well crafted and clear. Inside them, a glittering liquid was flowing. It was a bizarre sight.

"It looks like the fish tank you want to make, Senpai…"

As I said that and peered inside, I froze. The things inside were not fish, and what was flowing was not water. The patterns from the posters outside were on display as three dimensional objects.

"Wh, what is this…"

My voice cracked. The question that had occupied my mind until just a moment ago, the one about this being a dream, was completely blown away.

It was the beauty of an impossibly beautiful illusion. Something that existed only in my mind, something I sometimes mistook for reality because it felt more true to me. And here it was, existing in a visible form. It was truly a scene from a dream.

I instinctively reached out. But as my hand drew near, the illusion collapsed. When I hastily pulled my hand back, the illusion swiftly reformed. It had no form…

"This is called a hologram. Um, let’s see, the explanation said…"

Senpai had a triumphant look on his face. He looked at a nearby panel made of a material I did not recognize. It was incredibly frustrating that I could not read it.

"Okay, so, what’s creating this three dimensional image is the pattern on the flat surface below it. When light hits that pattern, what’s projected is this solid object."

I looked at the floor. Our shadows were there. Our shadows, which came from our three dimensional bodies, were flat. This was the opposite phenomenon.

The next exhibit allowed you to control the angle that created the shadow yourself. Each time you changed the angle of the light hitting the flat pattern, the projected pattern transformed. It was just like how the shape of a shadow changes according to the direction of the light.

"Like a three dimensional shadow…"

"That’s our Mia. You’re probably right about that."

Senpai nodded in admiration at my unintentional whisper. The concept of projection across dimensions. Understanding of it crystalized in my mind in an instant. Amazing. Amazing. Amazing. But, this is strange. In the case of a shadow, one dimension of information from our solid bodies is lost…

Besides, what is a technology like this used for?

With this question in mind, I moved on to the next exhibit. It was a portrait of a person. However, the number "10000" was written on the top left and right. It looked like the payment certificates Senpai had taken from his wallet earlier. And in the bottom left corner was the same strange, glowing pattern as before.

"It’s not exactly an everyday thing, but it’s used like this as a countermeasure for counterfeit currency."

"I understand that printing a large amount of information onto a flat surface would make it difficult to forge, but…"

I thought it was overkill, but I reconsidered when I saw the same glossy paper from before on the wall. If printing technology of this level exists, then this is necessary. It is still astounding, though…

I questioned Senpai, and he, prompted by me, read the explanation. The wrinkles on his brow deepened.

The next exhibit was even stranger. There was a curved surface, and projected from it was a sphere.

"It’s a globe, a map of this world. Uh, the meaning of this exhibit is…"

Senpai looked at the explanation, his brow furrowed.

"This is too difficult for me to understand, so this is just a vague impression, okay? This universe, well, this world. There’s a theory that the highest possible information density of the world itself is a flat plane. The true form of the world is…"

"Yes!"

"So, let’s say this sphere is the three dimensional space we perceive as the world. But all the information for this three dimensional space exists on the curved surface behind it, a two dimensional plane. The idea is that the three dimensions we perceive as the world are just a facade, like this hologram."

When Senpai reached out his hand, part of the sphere blurred. A portion of the true information on the surface behind it was blocked, causing the three dimensional image to lose its integrity.

"I understand."

In other words, the mathematical equations are the reality, and this world is merely their projection. That is the very idea I have always found strange yet could never deny.

"You get it?" Senpai said, looking a bit taken aback by my excitement.

"Well, if you were to shine a light on this plane from another direction, let’s say from the back, then the same information would create a completely different world."

"Ah, does that mean…"

I knew what Senpai was trying to say. In other words, the reason Senpai crossed over to another world…

"My head is spinning."

I shook my head, which had grown hot from taking in too much information. Somewhere along the way, my worries about this being a dream had vanished.

"You’re focusing too hard. Well, it looks like this is the last exhibition room. Hey, Mia."

My eyes were drawn to a single display. It was a particularly small case. Inside was a pattern like a ring, yet it seemed to be formed by multiple complex circles interwoven in three dimensions.

"Ah, that’s a mathematical formula given form. Let’s see, this formula is…"

"This formula is?"

I gulped as I watched Senpai look at the explanation.

"Perturbation by a quantum information model using a manifold torus. Sorry. This is completely beyond my abilities. It seems to be connected to that explanation about the hologram and the world."

"……………………………………"

I looked at Senpai reproachfully.

"Uh. Let me try to explain just the elements, as far as I understand them…"

Senpai took a notepad out of his breast pocket. It was his essential tool.

"If I convert it into numerical arts as much as possible, it looks something like this."

I stared at it intently. Then I compared it to the illusion, no, the true form before my eyes. This part here is pi. If I swap this term and this term. Ah, an infinity canceling another infinity. So, if I convert this part and this part…

"And if you do this, it becomes a slightly easier form to understand."

I returned the notepad to Senpai. There have been times when Senpai remembered only the formula, and I was the one who taught him its meaning. I never thought I would be doing it in a dream…

"I can just barely grasp it. I see, so it’s like creating a repeating pattern with another repeating pattern…"

Senpai looked at what I had written, though his expression said his head was throbbing. He was trying his best to understand my thinking. It reminded me of when I first met him.

For a moment, I forgot about the formulas and just looked at Senpai. To me, he is the only person in the world who understands. Of course, I have Noel and Maytyl now, but even so, he is special.

Right now, the two of us are standing side by side, surrounded by the world of ideal numbers. It is just like a dream…
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			"Where is this?"

"Ah, this is the event's merchandise corner. Uhm, they sell souvenirs here."

Leaving the exhibition hall, we found ourselves in a brightly lit room, a complete change from before. Various goods were lined up on clean shelves. I was impressed by the precision of the craftsmanship and the sheer variety of items.

However, for me, still full from the overwhelming impact of what I had just seen, it felt a little lacking.

Projecting that beauty onto a flat surface as it was would reduce its charm by more than half. That was my thought as I looked at the flattened pictures of the patterns that had moved me so deeply just moments ago.

Of course, as a merchant, I understood its purpose. In the back of the room, a man and woman who appeared to be a couple, dressed in elegant clothes, were choosing souvenirs. A memento of the day, a way to give form to a memory.

...I was starting to get a little interested. Senpai's choices today, perhaps because this is my dream, have been truly ideal. If that is the case, then senpai might... for me...

"Now then, is there anything interesting... Oh, they're doing a 3D printer demonstration over there."

Senpai pointed to the center of the room. There was a transparent, circular case with a black frame. Inside, a tool shaped like a funnel was suspended from above. As the tool moved, a complex shape was created in its wake. What it was doing resembled alchemy, but from what I could see, the principle seemed to be different.

Or rather, the calculations that would make this level of control possible...

"So they can make the designs from the exhibit earlier. It's only plastic though. A little cheap, maybe."

Senpai said that, but I was captivated by the three-dimensional objects lined up next to the device. They didn't move, so they were incomplete, but they were close enough to the images from before.

"..."

"Uhm, you want one of these?"

"...Yes."

Telling myself it was just a dream, I decided to indulge. I had already chosen the shape I wanted. That circular one, from the last exhibition room.

"From exhibit number thirty-four..."

Senpai was speaking with the female clerk. Apparently she was the one who operated this device. However, the woman shook her head. Senpai looked at me with a troubled expression.

"Well, uhm. It seems that shape is mechanically difficult. If you chose a different one..."

Apparently it was too complex and the shape would break partway through. I couldn't help but puff out my cheeks. If I couldn't have that shape, then any of the small trinkets lined up around it would be the same. Just as I thought that, I remembered the conversation I had with senpai earlier.

"Could you translate for me for a moment?"

I explained the formula conversion. The clerk had been listening to us with a tilted head, but when senpai showed her the formula, she reluctantly operated the device.

The device moved smoothly. At the shape it produced, the woman's face filled with surprise. It seemed she could operate it, but she wasn't very familiar with arithmetics.

"...Now for the size, what should we do..."

It seemed the last one was a prototype. I glanced over at the couple from before. They looked so happy together. There was a ring on the woman's finger.

"In that case, please make it to fit this finger."

I pointed to the ring finger of my left hand with my right. Senpai grew flustered. But the woman just smiled warmly and took my order.

"Hehe, hehehehe."

A small glimmer now resided on my finger. It was a dull light, its refractive index lower than even glass, let alone a gemstone, but its harmonious form was truly beautiful. It was like wearing a mathematical formula on my finger.

And what's more, it was a present from senpai. A feeling akin to superiority over Maytyl awakened deep in my chest. My situation was the opposite of hers, but I think being on the receiving end is better.

"I'm fine with you being so happy over a cheap piece of plastic. But the ring finger of your left hand is a bad idea."

"Why is that?"

It seemed it really did have a deep meaning. Seeing senpai so troubled was amusing, so I decided to leave things as they were. It was all just a dream anyway. With that thought, I stroked my finger.

...But is this really a dream?

The smooth sensation on my finger revived the question.

There are too many things I don't know in this world. It would be more natural to think of it as senpai's dream. If so, that would make me a character in his dream, but...

No, I am me. Just a moment ago, I explained something to senpai that he did not know. But the same could be said for him. In that case... what if we are both real...

No, but this is a dream. Even if there was a phenomenon that allowed travel between worlds, there are too many contradictions. These clothes, and these shoes. How did I change into them?

But wait, if the explanation about the holograms from before was true...

As numbers spun round and round in my head, I approached the exit of the souvenir corner.

My geometric sense told me this exit was on the opposite side of the reception desk from the entrance we first used. In that case, the same sight as before should be outside... but I couldn't see it.

I stopped in my tracks. I tugged on the sleeve of senpai, who was looking at me with a quizzical expression. I had a premonition that this dreamlike experience would end the moment I stepped out of this space.

"What's wrong, Mia? Are you tired from all the excitement?"

"...What if I said I didn't want to leave? What would you do? If I said that I wanted to stay in this dream forever."

The words had tumbled out of my mouth before I knew it.

"That would be a problem. We wouldn't be able to go back, you know."

Senpai looked troubled. Just as I wondered who he was thinking of, my mouth spoke the rest on its own.

"What if I said I didn't want to go back. What if I said I alone would remain in this world... what would you do?"

I remembered what Ricardo had said when I was abducted by Maytyl, that he couldn't let me go to the Empire all by myself.

"We have a lot of things we left behind back there, don't we? We have our work. And you too, Mia..."

Senpai trailed off and shook his head. Then, he looked straight at me.

"I can't just leave you behind, Mia. So I can only ask. Please, come with me."

Ricardo reached his hand out to me as he spoke. This was a memory from even longer ago than that time. Back when I was all alone in the village barn, hauling hay, withdrawn into my own mind. The time he led a lonely orphan like me out into the world...

"You just want to go back to Alfina and Alex, don't you?"

Feeling a little cunning, I took senpai's hand. It was true, this world was fascinating, and there were so many things I wanted to know. But back in the other world, there were things I had built together with senpai, together with everyone.

"I'm joking. I have things back there too, you know. Rilka and the others are there, after all."

"I'm glad to hear that."

Walking beside a visibly relieved senpai, I took a step towards the exit.

I knew this experience was coming to an end. I instinctively clenched the fingers of my left hand into a tight fist.

"Um, excuse me. The professor would very much like to speak with you..."

I thought I heard the clerk's voice from behind me. And in the next moment...

It felt like missing a step in a dream. My mind was thrown into the void.

Just like when I came here, my consciousness wavered, its outline blurring away.

I pushed up a thick cloth with my head. I rubbed my dazzling eyes. It seems I had fallen asleep. I wonder if Alfina had put the blanket on me.

Right, what was I doing? I think I was with senpai......... As I shook my head, I remembered the dream I had just been having.

I looked at my clenched left hand. One by one, I unfurled my stiff fingers...

"I knew it."

Of course, there was nothing there. I wistfully rubbed the ring finger of my left hand. Not even an imprint remained.

Even now that I was awake, I remembered the contents of the dream clearly. Just as I was about to recall the dreamlike memory in my mind,

"Ricardo. What is the meaning of this, summoning me here only for you to be sleeping."

I heard Noel's voice from the next room. I could hear senpai making troubled excuses.

"...it. What little was left... is almost... gone."

"Well, you can say that, but. To me..."

Maytyl, who must have returned at some point, was also there, complaining to senpai about that crystal shard. It seemed she had remembered leaving the shard with the residual purple magic near Alfina and had rushed back.

I could also hear Alfina's voice, calming the two of them down.

It looked like I had to get back to work. I stroked my left finger one last time, then folded the blanket and stood up.
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			A week after that dream, I returned to help at the futures exchange. Before me stood a high wall of documents. The stack I had worked so hard to clear was back to its original size.

According to Alfina, my senpai had been frequenting the university all week. He was probably busy dealing with Noel or Maytyl about the fish tank.

Today, however, his schedule was packed with visitors, so he was in the room next door.

I passed a cheerful Plural-senpai in the hallway just a moment ago. He said something wasteful about trying to char cacao beans to their absolute limit. The accountant at the Plural Company must have it rough.

Speaking of Plural-senpai's sweets, that dessert was delicious... I tried to recall the taste of the tiramisu from my dream. I realized the memory was fading, which made me a little sad.

It seemed the next guest had arrived. From the sound of the footsteps, it must be Noel.

"...you have no idea how much trouble this was. ...perception of arithmetic is so vague. And this shape is so complex. Do you know how many times I had to remake it, or how many Magic Crystals I used..."

I could hear Noel's complaints coming from the exchange manager's office next door. I thought she was talking about the mold for the fish tank, but it seemed I was wrong. It sounded like she was being roped into another unreasonable demand.

...She could have consulted me about the arithmetic. My senpai can be a bit lacking in precision... Look, there’s a missing value right here.

I shook my head and stood up, then opened the door to the adjacent room. Noel, who looked ready to slam her fist on the reception table, turned around.

"Well, considering the reason, I'll let you win this time. I imagine things are about to get tough for you anyway."

With that ominous remark, Noel exited the room as if swapping places with me. My senpai was acting suspiciously. On the reception table was a long, thin wooden box. About to get tough... I wonder if she meant his next job.

With the document in hand, I told him about the missing number. The correction was finished quickly.

"Um, Mia, do you have a moment?"

My senpai stopped me as I was about to stand up. His hand reached for the wooden box on the table.

"What is it, senpai? You're being so formal."

I asked as calmly as I could. From his expression, I could tell this would be a difficult topic. To be honest, I wish he had consulted me a little sooner.

"Well, you see... about the other day. You said you wanted a reward for helping with my work, right?"

For a moment I had no idea what he was talking about, but then it came back to me. We had that conversation before I had the dream.

"I'm impressed you remembered. But I don't believe I mentioned what I wanted."

"About that, well, it's more like I thought of something you'd like. Or rather, I saw it..."

My senpai started to ramble.

"You did, senpai?"

I was happy he had thought of it on his own. But how could he possibly know what I wanted? The person in front of me wasn't the senpai from my dream, after all. Besides, the thing I want from him exists only in that dream...

I subconsciously rubbed the fingers of my left hand.

"Just take a look, it's this..."

He placed the wooden box in front of me. I opened the long container. Inside, a silver chain rested on a red cloth lining. The end of the chain was hidden under a folded part of the fabric.

A necklace, perhaps? For him, jewelry was a surprisingly thoughtful gift. ...No, I shouldn't let my guard down yet. It could still be some kind of tool.

I slowly lifted the cloth. What appeared from beneath the silver chain was a shape gleaming in gold... My hand froze, captivated by its harmonious form reflecting the light.

"...!"

I instinctively covered my mouth with one hand. The necklace featured that shape. The ring I thought was the most beautiful in the world, no, in the entire universe, was shining with a golden light.

"Um, how should I put this. It's like I remembered a shape you'd like, or rather, I saw it in a dream. But all I really remembered was the mathematical formula you explained to me in that dream..."

My vision wavered at his next words. Bands of light streamed through my eyes, just like that hologram.

"H, hey, Mia, what's wrong?"

I realized tears were streaming down my face.

It was the ring I couldn't bring back from my dream. My senpai had brought it back as a mathematical formula. And more than anything, that meant we shared the memory of that time.

"Ricardo. What did you do to Mia... Do you understand the meaning of a Sorcerous Gold ring?"

Alfina, who had been at her desk, rushed over to us in a panic. She looked inside the box, then at my senpai.

"Ah, um, this is just a necklace... Meaning?"

"Yes. A Sorcerous Gold ring cannot be broken by any ordinary means. Therefore... The index finger of the left hand, especially, is connected to the heart..."

Alfina continued her explanation. It was essentially a custom among noble families... so that's what it meant.

"If that is what you want, Ricardo, then I will accept it. I did make a promise with Mia before... But I haven't even received one myself..."

Finally, Alfina's cheeks puffed out in a pout.

"No, it's not a ring, it's just a necklace, I mean, of course the ring is the main part, but. This is..."

My senpai was in a complete fluster. It was true that, strictly speaking, it was different from that. The pretense of it being part of a necklace was a rather self-protective move. I wiped my tears away with my hand.

However, Alfina was mistaken about one thing.

"It's all right, Alfina. This is for the 'ring finger' of the left hand. Isn't that right, senpai?"

I tried placing the ring under the chain on my finger. The chain prevented me from putting it on, but I could tell its circumference was exactly what I had wished for in the other world.

"How did you know that? And that's not all right at all!"

"Hmph. It seems you two have a secret between you."

Alfina looked at me, her cheeks puffed out even more than before.

"That is a secret. But, let's see. In short, all I need to do is make Ricardo say it's okay to remove this chain."

I said, glancing at my senpai. I could press the issue now, but he seemed to think it was just a dream, and this really was an excellent presentation. So, I'll back down just one step for now.

But...

I recalled the knowledge I had brought back from the other world. The theory that this world is a three-dimensional shadow, a hologram. The moment I saw this ring, my understanding from that time came flooding back.

Everything in the world exists on a single plane, and our reality is a projection of it, a hologram. A hologram's shape changes depending on the angle of the light shining on it.

This world, and that world. They could be thought of as projections of information on the same plane, illuminated from the front and the back. That was the theory.

And then there was the magic remaining in the crystal fragments.

According to my senpai's hypothesis, the magic in the crystal transmits information with impossible efficiency. This means it could even access the space between two worlds that should be impossible to cross...

We probably exchanged information across two holograms. I don't know what form it took, but I think that is the shared memory that was a dream, yet not a dream.

The shape of this ring. The mathematical formula that creates it. If I can interpret that... I looked at Ricardo, who was ignoring me to explain himself to Alfina. Then I whispered softly.

"If you make me wait too long, I'll just have to steal you away to the other world, senpai."



		
		
		
			Chapter 280: The Third Prince
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 280

			The Third Prince

			The fallen leaves crushed by military boots were a reddish brown. The armed group of about forty men advanced through Rubel Wald, a forest as red as blood.

"We are getting a little too far ahead, are we not."

The knight with silver streaked hair, to the left of the three men leading the unit, spoke. His right arm bore three large scars, remnants from a battle in the eastern forest, on the opposite side of the kingdom from here.

The knight in the center, a man in his mid twenties, responded lightly to his subordinate’s words with a simple, "Is that so." He was the commander of the legion, Prince Craig, the Third Prince of the kingdom and Captain of the Third Knight Order.

He was a short haired man wearing a blue surcoat embroidered with white roses, an attire more suited to a state function in the Royal Capital than the middle of a forest. He had a rugged face and a well balanced, toned physique. He possessed the contradictory qualities of elegance and wildness. Some might call it ambition.

"I must give weight to the words of my adviser and his experience."

Craig slowed his pace, though he did not relinquish his position at the front.

The adviser, dispatched from the Second Knight Order, was a baron whose domain lay on the border between the central and eastern territories. Craig surmised he was effectively a watchdog, placed there at the behest of the Chancellor or his older brother, the Second Prince.

"Your Highness."

"You are right. Even if we are at the center of the circle formed by our eight units, we are still surrounded by the forest. We cannot afford to be careless."

As he spoke, Craig glanced at the man in his early twenties to his right.

"If any monsters approach, we are relying on this one’s eyes."

"Leave it to me, Captain."

He wore the unique equipment of this knightly order, a long cloak with a large collar wrapped over his light armor. He was a so called quasi knight, a commoner promoted for his strong aptitude for handling magic.

Craig looked back at his unit.

"Just do as you have been trained. This is a battlefield, so the unexpected is bound to happen anyway."

The captain’s words drew laughter from the knights following the three men. The military inspector frowned but said nothing more.

The commander’s personal unit raised its combat readiness.

A report had come from the detachment at the three o’clock position, signaling a magic signature believed to be that of a dire wolf boss. The tension aligned the footsteps of the unit members, despite their different standings.

Even so, this meant the subjugation was proceeding according to plan.

As he grasped the rhythm of his unit, Craig’s mind was on another matter. This was his first independent military operation, and he thought about the person who had orchestrated this sudden deployment.

First was the Oracle Princess. His stepsister, who was in fact his cousin. She had predicted this Monster Flood in the west, an event the prophetic crystal had said would not occur.

Craig recalled the spring festival he had also attended. It was magnificent how she refused to yield to the wearying pressure of the royal court, which prized conservatism above all else, and saw her will through. But this picture was far too bizarre to have been painted by that girl’s slender, guileless arms.

Then what of the biggest stakeholder in this affair, Grand Duchess Bertold, the one responsible for the kingdom’s western region. She was his aunt.

She had been thrust into the nominal position of Grand Duchess in her mid teens to fill the void left by the far too early retirement of his other uncle, Alfina's father, a man whose name even he could not mention lightly.

Having now gained experience, she was a formidable woman who had become a major power in the west, even while being pushed back by the east. But still.

*I suppose neither of them is the genius, or the madman, to conceive of something like this. It must be that old man after all.*

The Head Librarian, who had unraveled the mechanism of the Monster Flood. Had it not been for this deployment, Craig would have visited his room by now to hear his story.

But for him to paint a picture of this magnitude so suddenly, after decades of silence, was far too unnatural, even for a genius.

If that was the case, then someone else had given these three their ideas. Someone utterly unconventional, yet who had remained inconspicuous until now. An impossible existence. Who could it be.

"Leylia, was it. That was a prosperous village."

The words escaped Craig’s lips unintentionally. It was a simple association, born from a convergence of the strange and the abnormal.

"Do you think so. It looked like a rustic little hamlet to me."

"No, it is unquestionably a prosperous village. The vitality of the villagers is different somehow."

The men to his left and right voiced opposing opinions. Just as Craig was considering how to handle the tension that sparked between the old and young knight, the quasi knight turned to face forward.

"Captain. A reaction is approaching. There are probably three, no, four of them. Judging by the size and color of their magic, I am c