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      Prologue


      Below the mountains, the sun began to set as the waves peacefully flowed, and a flock of seabirds gathered. Merchant ships with white sails pushed through the ocean, aiming for the port. Fishermen operated small fishing boats and cast their nets into the sea to earn their daily keep.


      The various colors of the sunset dyed the sea near the mundane, peaceful, ordinary port town. However, some held opposing feelings as they looked at the idyllic view.


      A sinister red... No, a crimson or a vermilion... Some may even say scarlet. No matter how you put it, it’s certainly a color that makes you tense, thought Akitake Sudou, feeling no need to elaborate as he set foot in a room.


      The sunset shone into the room through the window, resembling the color of blood and burning flames. There was a saying that red leaves were like flames, and one could say the same about the sun’s evening glow. It wouldn’t be surprising if one thought the spark of war engulfed the world outside the window. Unlike the flames of red leaves, the spectacle lacked something to make the viewer marvel at it. Death and an indescribable foreboding were present. For some reason, the room generated the sense of being on a battlefield, the air laden with the scent of blood and iron.


      Still, I must say that the color shining through does suit her...


      His eyes reflected the scene of a woman lying on a bed. If she dressed up, none could match her beauty, and her elegant features showed she was of noble birth. Her shimmering silver hair was evidence of her relation to the Kingdom of Rhoadseria, which held dominion over a third of the eastern region of the western continent. The woman belonged to an elite class, of which only twenty people existed in the western continent. She had both beauty and power, something which many coveted. Sudou wondered if it was okay to consider himself chosen by God to have such a favor before him.
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      Yet there was an ominous atmosphere around the woman. Something was captivating about her—a shadow behind her beauty.


      This is the perfect scene for her. Perhaps her presence in this room makes the sunset feel so ominous...


      The woman who stood between life and death was scared, angry, and regretful. It was clear from the anguish that colored her face. A humble room did not suit this woman. And it also raised the question of what a woman of such nobility and status was doing in the southern part of the Kingdom of Brittantia. That was especially the case since they were in a cheap, run-down inn room in the backstreet of Birminghen, enduring this nightmare.


      Naturally, there was only one reason for it.


      Lupis Rhoadserians... The woman was robbed of Pireas. Now she’s a pitiful ruler with nowhere to go. It is the perfect setup for a light novel or manga. Sudou’s lips twisted sarcastically.


      Japanese people were fond of rooting for the underdog, like in the tale of Minamoto Yoshitsune, whose older brother, Minamoto no Yoritomo, had ostracized him. They had a weakness for tales where nobility fell from grace. Thus, the situation that Lupis had found herself in resonated with a Japanese person like Sudou.


      A hero, brought in from another world, would probably sympathize with her and strive to help her recapture her kingdom. Sudou exhaled as he allowed such whimsical fantasies to fill his mind. He was aware that there was zero chance of that happening. In reality, Ryoma Mikoshiba would play the role of the summoned hero...


      He had devised many plans to ensure that wouldn’t happen.


      But life is really unpredictable. She probably brought this on herself, but I still find myself sympathizing with her as she lies there. And I can’t say I don’t share some responsibility.


      When the previous civil war ended, the consequences became the cause of the anxiety hidden away in Lupis’s heart. Sudou was the one who had driven Ryoma Mikoshiba to the barren land of the Wortenia Peninsula. If one were to dig deeper, one would find that Sudou was also the one who had come up with the idea of dispatching Ryoma to the Kingdom of Xarooda, causing a definite rift between Queen Lupis and Mikhail.


      Moreover, Sudou had plenty to do with Lupis’s current predicament. He looked at her with a hint of sadness, something easy to do as the victor in the situation. Was it hypocritical of him? Or was it genuine?


      Those who knew Akitake Sudou would say hypocrisy or determine it was his pervasive sarcasm. Their judgment would be correct and incorrect. The person in question had yet to reach his conclusion. Sudou could not understand the inner workings of his mind as human feelings were complicated and mysterious, often full of contradictions.


      Nevertheless, that doesn’t mean I’ll go easy on them...


      Since Sudou was ruthless and cold-blooded, he would do even the most inhumane things to his enemies. That didn’t mean he harbored no humane feelings, though. If anything, he was more compassionate than the average person, but he rarely showed that side of himself. The problem lay in the fact that the targets of that compassion were severely limited, and there was rarely a time when his emotions confused his decisions.


      Plus, I did go out of my way to save her.


      Lupis Rhoadserians was still useful and was the perfect trigger for war in the Kingdom of Rhoadseria. If Sudou were to launch an operation against the nobles of Rhoadseria or if the O’ltormea Empire were to invade Rhoadseria, the mere existence of this woman would cause people to rally. That was why Sudou even used a long-distance transportation thaumaturgy spell, which used a lot of prana, to bring her to the inn. Sudou had already harnessed a large amount of prana.


      Ordinary thaumaturgy users could easily use large-scale thaumaturgy; however, it would exhaust them entirely in one single use. Reaching the banks of the River Thebes would have still proved difficult. Although, with enough thaumaturgists, it would be possible to have a continuous chain of them casting the spell. Only a limited number of thaumaturgists could cast a transportation spell from the center of the Rhoadseria to Birminghen, a central trade hub between the Kingdom of Tarja and the Kingdom of Brittantia. Even if one were to scour all the western continent in search of those who would be able to cast such a spell, it wouldn’t be a very high number.


      The amount of prana used for teleportation thaumaturgy depends on the distance that needs to be covered. Fortunately, this old body of mine could handle it.


      Of course, Sudou was jesting with his mention of “old body.”


      The thaumaturgical difficulty increased if the user had to transport a third party along with them. It was only natural since they would not have enough prana to execute the spell or the ability to control it. Depending on the talent of the caster, it wasn’t uncommon that casting such a spell would render them immobile because it was harsh on the mind and body.


      Should the technique fail, the thaumaturgist might have to atone for it with death. Thus, Sudou’s use of such risky and high-cost magic was not an act of goodwill.


      I can’t do a lot right now, but having a few options is nice.


      The most important thing to consider when materializing plans was to ensure there were various options. Even a card that one thought useless could become incredibly powerful, depending on time and circumstance.


      For Sudou, he only had one option at present. He knew he had nothing to gain from pity as he approached Lupis’s side.


      Of course, this all depends on whether we can keep her alive.


      After Sudou confirmed her breathing and pulse, he soaked a towel in a washbasin on top of a shelf. He then tightly wrung the towel before using it to wipe the sweat from Lupis’s forehead.


      I need to ask Saria later for a change of bandages.


      Bandages covered all of Lupis’s body. Her wounds were so severe that the blood had leaked through the bandages in some places. A deadly poison also coursed through her body, leaving her soaked in sweat. Sudou should have wiped her all over and changed her bandages. Even though he was usually brash, he hesitated to do all of that with an unconscious, unmarried woman. After all, she was the queen of a nation. For how bold he was, it was still hard to do.


      Despite everything, I shouldn’t be so wet behind the ears that I mind doing something like that. I guess I shouldn’t do it. If they caught me, it would put my honor on the line.


      Sudou wanted to avoid being labeled a pervert by the women in the Organization. Plus, Lupis Rhoadserians was far from Sudou’s type. He found her beautiful, but she was too young and fragile for him. Instead, he preferred a mature woman with more experience—and much more filled out in places.


      I’d never be able to explain that to a woman.


      Sudou would find it impossible to use that as the grounds for his defense if caught. If this were a battlefield instead, he would have no qualms about stripping someone naked, no matter who they were. He would deal with them as he saw fit.


      No one would mind if this situation were an emergency during a mission for the Organization. Doctors took women’s clothes off when performing medical treatment, and they never hesitated to do so. Although this inn was under the management of the Organization, they mainly used it for everyday activities. Lupis had already undergone all the treatment possible, and her survival was now a matter of stamina and fortitude. The appropriate person to change the bandages was out on business. Even though Sudou understood it would be a while before they would return, he didn’t need to do such an immoral act that he could face criticism.


      When considering his connection to Lupis, it was clear that he should avoid anything that could lead to unnecessary trouble.


      That, and there’s also Lupis’s personality to consider. Even though I saved her, she’s the kind to have a grudge over the most trivial things.


      He had rescued her from disappearing into the River Thebes. Anyone who would have done so would say that she should still be thankful and have no grounds for complaints, even if they had seen her unclothed.


      Regardless, some people in this world couldn’t think of it that way. From Sudou’s perspective, there was a high chance that Lupis Rhoadserians was one of those very people. She had an astonishing amount of pride and a warped sense of entitlement. Even people from modern society in Japan could get sued when performing lifesaving actions, so there was hesitation to use an AED on the opposite sex. It was fundamentally the same situation. No issues would emerge when removing a woman’s clothes to save her. Or at least, that was the Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare’s official stance on it. Acting with the precondition of no ill intent should have been enough to avoid a lawsuit.


      The issue was that it depended on how the victim viewed it. If they believed the treatment to be sexual, then they might sue on those grounds. The police would have to accept it, as was written in Article 63 of the Criminal Investigation Code, should the victim press charges. Whether it would go to trial was a different matter. But the police wouldn’t have accepted a complaint they could not turn into a criminal case. A human rights lawyer or similar people who might intervene could compel them to take the complaint, leading to an investigation and confirmation of the details.


      As a result, a person would have to explain everything to the police no matter how well-meaning they were or if they tried saving another’s life. If one couldn’t declare their innocence, they might get prosecuted for their actions.


      In modern society, one was innocent until proven guilty and would be under suspicion. It was normal that some people didn’t think that way. Being prosecuted could damage a person’s life. Putting aside whether one could win or have the funds to afford the lawsuit in the first place, the main thing to consider was the difference between civil and criminal trials. Civil trials had a generally lower hurdle when it came to establishing the truth of a situation.


      Hence, some people thought not getting involved when someone was in danger made more sense. Especially considering that they risked being sued if they helped a stranger. It was a natural conclusion to reach. One’s conscience might nag them to do the right thing, but since being sued could affect one’s family, it might be safe to assume no one would be against ignoring one’s nagging conscience. Sudou’s current state of mind might have been similar to that of a modern man in Japan who felt grief.


      While I can’t say this for sure, just thinking back on everything caused by Ryoma Mikoshiba and this woman... The wise decision would be to avoid needless danger. She seems to have stabilized for now.


      Not everything that had transpired between Ryoma Mikoshiba and Lupis Rhoadserians came about from who she was as a person. From a political standpoint, they couldn’t avoid coming into conflict. There were even cases where it could be said she had made the right decisions based on how things worked in this world. Perhaps the future of Rhoadseria might have been very different if Lupis had been a capable queen.


      Even though I wouldn’t say she’s arrogant, she does have a high level of pride for a royal. 


      That remained true even though Ryoma Mikoshiba had forced her to flee Pireas. Her status and pride as a royal was probably the only thing she had after losing her close aide, Meltina. Absolutely zero possibility existed that Lupis would be calm at the idea of an unknown, commoner man seeing her naked.


      Worst-case scenario, she may even choose death over that. 


      Lupis would need an uncommonly strong will if she were to decide to live in her current situation.


      Not to mention, she was royalty.


      To clear oneself of any shame, it wasn’t unheard of for a member of the royal family to choose an honorable death.


      Suicide wasn’t always the answer, but many people would rather die than continue to live in their idea of hell. Sudou couldn’t disregard the fact that once she awoke and realized the gravity of her situation, she might take extreme measures. Thus, he decided it was the wiser option not to do something that could further increase that risk.


      They hit her with a rod shuriken laced with poison. A shuriken often has poison, so that part wasn’t surprising. It just means he was out for blood, or at least the assassin he sent was. Either way, does this mean he also reached his limit?


      Ninjas famously used shuriken, which were not normally lethal weapons, but a more experienced ninja could aim for a person’s vital areas and kill them.


      That said, a shuriken would only be effective over a ten-meter distance. Any further would make it hard to deal lethal damage, even if it cut the skin. Shurikens excelled in portability, and one could fire them in quick succession. However, other ranged weapons, such as bows and guns, were better due to their range and being more lethal.


      Therefore, it was common for ninjas to douse their shurikens with poison.


      Shiho shurikens or happo shurikens were a style of shuriken with several small blades attached. Both were easier to throw and more likely to inflict harm on an enemy since their purpose was to administer poison directly into the target. Judging from that, rod shurikens were better at penetrating when doused in poison, which made them even more deadly than the other kinds of shuriken. It seemed safe to assume Ryoma Mikoshiba held murderous intent toward Lupis.


      Anyone would say this looks like Ryoma Mikoshiba wishes for Lupis Rhoadserians’s death. Sudou looked at the woman lying in front of him. Considering her wounds and the strength of the poison, it would have been tough to deny that Ryoma wanted her dead.


      But... Is that really the case here? 


      Ryoma Mikoshiba wouldn’t try to kill someone in such a roundabout way. On the off chance he used shurikens, he would go for the killing blow, decapitate them, and take their head as proof.


      However, at that time, they were...


      Sudou had used thaumaturgy at the time of the attack to observe from afar. From what he could see, the assailants had no intention of retrieving Lupis’s body. After confirming that she had sunk to the bottom, they immediately retreated.


      They probably assumed there was no chance Lupis could have survived. But it wouldn’t be simple to rescue her based on the volume of the water in the River Thebes.


      It seemed the ninjas had retrieved Meltina’s body and had made a swift retreat to avoid witnesses, which was not a bad call to make.
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