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      Chapter 1: The Dragon Knight Order


      The Grand Scarlet Canyon was located to the east of Parth, its length serving as part of the border between the city-state and Trycen. Trycen had owned the area long ago but had ceded it to contribute to the territory of the City of Peace upon its founding.


      The ravine that wound through the canyon, roughly fifty meters wide and flanked on both sides by precarious scarlet cliffs that soared high into the sky, was the shortest and most direct route connecting Trycen and Parth. Technically, the cliffs weren’t entirely impassable, but the incline was so steep that they were almost perpendicular to the ground, and their highest points reached up into the clouds. Even if one had the power of flight, making it over such summits would be a feat in and of itself.


      Furthermore, the summits were dotted by nests of Rank C bird-like monsters who were sensitive to other life forms. As such, it was far safer for large groups—armies, for example—to use the ravine instead.


      It’s such an obvious place to spring an ambush that I’m sure the Trycenians will be fully on guard against one.


      “And...we’ve arrived. What time is it now, Efil?”


      We had forged our way through violently blowing clouds of sand to reach the Trycenian end of the canyon. We had thought the bone-dry path at the bottom of the ravine bad enough until we saw that it opened into a wide, expansive desert.


      If all of Trycen’s land is like this, I can see why they’d be so desperate for food. Then again, they just declared war on Toraj, who they were supposed to be buying food from. How do their people, especially the merchants, feel about this war?


      Efil drew a pocket watch from Clotho’s Storage. “It’s just after eleven o’clock in the morning, Master. Our travel time was as we predicted.”


      Ah, it’s almost time for lunch.


      ::I’m sorry for the trouble, my king, but could you Summon me now, please?:: Gerard prompted me from within my magic pool.


      The knight wasn’t slow by any measure of the word, but as his Agility stat was significantly lower than the rest of ours, I had been keeping him Unsummoned until we reached our destination.


      “Right. I’ll do it now,” I replied, obliging straight away.


      His familiar armored form soon emerged from the magical circle.


      “It seems to be taking all I’ve got just to keep up with the rest of you these days. Is it because of my age? Maybe I should acquire the Riding skill and ask Alex to let me sit on his back.”


      “Arf.”


      “You hate the idea that much?! Even I would sulk, you know!”


      Has Gerard forgotten how much Alex leaps all over the place? It’d be worse than a rodeo, I’m sure.


      “Alex dives into the shadows quite a bit anyway,” Rion commented. “Do you know how to ride a horse? Is that part of being a knight?”


      “I may not have the Riding skill, but I can still ride better than most! Want me to teach you someday?”


      “Really?! It’s a promise! Pinky swear!”


      “Mm, pinky swear.”


      I’m really loving this heartwarming scene, but we need to get to work if we don’t want lunch to be delayed.


      “All right, I’m going to assign everybody their roles now. Efil, you get started on lunch. Do you have all the tools you need?”


      “Yes, Master. In fact, I have the entire set of tools you made for me stashed in Clo-chan’s Storage. Does anyone have any requests?”


      “Mm! Pork cutlet bowl for me!”


      “That’s so heavy, Gramps. Omelets for me please, Efil-nee!”


      “I don’t mind what it is as long as it’s light.”


      “I’m also fine with anything, as long as there’s a lot of it.”


      “Arf!” (Meat!)


      “Guess I’ll have a pork cutlet bowl like Gerard.”


      “All noted. Clo-chan, you’re fine with anything, right?”


      Normally, being on the road would require all party members to agree on a single dish. Clearly, we had been spoiled by how readily Efil always cooked whatever we asked for.


      “Sera, Rion, Gerard, Clotho, and Alex, please spread out and exterminate all the monsters in the vicinity. Oh, but leave the ones near the summit alone.”


      “Why?” Sera asked, looking puzzled.


      “On the off chance that Trycen actually tries to cross that way, the monsters up there will serve to slow them down and warn us of their presence. Your detection skills will be able to pick up any commotion that breaks out nearby, right?”


      “Considering the level of the monsters in this area, it’d be a cinch.”


      “And those monsters rarely leave their territories, which means as long as we don’t go up to bother them, they won’t come down to harass us. So we can just ignore them; it’s fine. Let’s all meet back here in an hour, all right?”


      “What should I do, honey?” Melfina asked, raising her hand slightly. She was the only person to whom I had not assigned a task.


      “You’ll be with me.”


      “Oh, my! I’ll be ‘with’ you? Here?!”


      Bonk.


      Seeing how red Melfina’s face had turned, I dropped a hand chop onto her head before her thoughts ran away even more.


      “We’ll be making a wall.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      An hour later, Rion and the rest returned, having completed their respective tasks. Mel and I had also reached a good stopping point.


      There’s an absolutely mouthwatering fragrance in the air, so let’s wrap things up quick.


      “Welcome back, everyone. Looks like Efil’s just about done. Let’s head over.”


      The first thing that each of my friends did was stare at my masterpiece.


      “Um, Kel-nii, I remember you saying ‘wall,’ but...”


      “Well, I, uh, did my best, and this is just how it turned out.”


      A massive black fortress—composed of a keep and walls—now sealed off the entrance to the Grand Scarlet Canyon. I had made everything using a new Rank S Green Magic spell that I’d recently developed under Melfina’s instruction: Adamantine Fortress. It gave all the structures I built a pure black exterior and the durability of my Obsidian Edge swords.


      My aim had originally been only to make stronger walls, but my control over magic had increased significantly thanks to all the special training I had done while mastering Death Scythe Boreas. This was just a happy, if unexpected, side effect.


      “This is practically a castle. What’s more, it’s...” BOOM! “...stronger than the wall you erected at the Village of Elves.”


      “Can you not immediately try to destroy it, Sera? Please?”


      My heart had skipped a beat when I saw Sera clenching her fist, but the wall appeared undamaged.


      Thank goodness for Rank S spells. Although I suppose it’s partly also because she wasn’t serious.


      “A spell that focuses strictly on, say, defense, is much easier to control, honey. You mastered that scythe move of yours—which is a bucking horse compared to this—so it makes sense for the end result to be so impressive.”


      “Is that how it works? Hm, never mind a One Night Castle, this is practically a One Hour Castle. Also, I can freely adjust the interior to customize things and—”


      Growl.


      Ugh, my stomach’s just reminded me how taxed both my mind and magic are. I’ve got to dig into Efil’s pork cutlet bowl ASAP!


      We agreed to continue talking over lunch and headed for the table where Efil had set everything up. I’d already divided up the interior of the castle to create separate rooms for everyone, so we would be eating indoors next time. I was currently controlling the wind so that it wouldn’t bother us, but the sandstorm was still blowing quite violently around us.


      “After we eat, I’ll start working on the golems.”


      “The golems again, Master?”


      “Mh-hm, to bolster our forces when we clash with Trycen. At the moment, my stock of golems is only at fifty-three. Aside from the ones on guard at home, the rest are sleeping in Storage. The problem is, less than half of them are outfitted with Gatling guns. I could create entirely new ones that are already kitted out, but that would be a waste of mana.”


      The stronger the golem, the more MP it cost to create. It was far more economical to create them with a base design and then arm them with mass-produced equipment. As we were currently facing a time crunch, it seemed wise to go with the option that allowed me to save MP. I, for one, did not want to over-rely on downing recovery potions and end up vomiting in front of my companions. From my understanding of the required spell, I could create plenty of additional copies of this type of golem before hitting the limit. Numbers were a form of strength, and I wanted as much backup as I could get.


      “I’ll help you like I always do,” Sera declared. “I raised my Black Magic to Rank S the other day, so I can channel more spirits to possess the golems now!”


      “Uh...where will the spirits be coming from? The battle ghosts who’re possessing One, Two, Three, and Four were native to that dungeon in Toraj, right?”


      “Yep! I’ll run to Toraj and come right back!”


      “Hold it right there! We still have tons of other things that need doing around here, so can we please get those done first? Like...thinking of designs for new equipment!”


      It’s true that there’s no time like the present, but Sera was liable to jet off the moment an idea came to mind.


      “Oh, right, do you know when Sabato-san and his party are joining us, Kel-nii? Did you make sure to give them proper instructions?”


      “I asked Ellie to pass on a message. You know how reliable she is; there’s no need to worry. And since they’re Rank A, I imagine they can get here whenever they feel like it.”


      “Really? I’m not too familiar with what Rank A adventurers can do.”


      “Well, I’m sure they’ll show up just as we forget about them or something. Anyway, about everyone’s jobs for the afternoon...”


      It was not until five days later that Sabato and his companions finally reached the Grand Scarlet Canyon.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      It was the fifth day after Sabato and his party had set out from Parth. If Rio’s information was correct, the Dragon Knight Order could be arriving at any time.


      After the Rank A adventurers had frozen in astonishment upon reading Kelvin’s letter, Goma had returned to her senses first and slapped the rest of her companions awake, roaring at them to get their things in order.


      An important part of their preparations involved procuring rations, which usually meant dried meat and hardtack. Considering the normal traveling speed of their party, it was going to take them a week to reach the canyon. That was faster than a horse could run, but they still feared that they wouldn’t arrive before the Dragon Knight Order did.


      “Dammit, guess we have no choice but to lighten our loads and push ourselves to go faster.”


      Despite only carrying their rations, food for three meals a day for several people over several days still added up to quite a lot of weight. Therefore, Sabato instead chose to bring food for a fewer number of days and adopt a more grueling pace so as to arrive earlier.


      Things would have been much simpler if their group had possessed a magic item or a storage skill, but unfortunately, they had neither. Beastkin strongly believed in relying on their own bodies when it came to fighting, which led to a strong preference for incorporating relevant training into every part of their lives.


      Sabato and his companions were no exception. As part of their training, they traveled while carrying much more luggage than they needed in lieu of stone weights. It had never even occurred to them to procure items or skills to help with storage or carrying. In fact, they didn’t want to lighten their loads if they could help it.


      As soon as Sabato and his party had finished scrambling to retrieve the equipment they’d left at various vendors for maintenance, and had restocked the bare minimum number of potions and basic necessities, they struck out. One thing they had going for them was that they were completely over-leveled for the monsters in the area and consequently did not need to waste time on battle along the way.


      “Today is the fifth day,” Sabato murmured, looking up at the sky. “At this rate, we should arrive before noon.”


      “I’m so tired! Count me out of any more forced marches in the future!” Guin complained.


      “We never did manage to catch up with Kelvin-san, despite how fast we were going,” Goma noted.


      “And physical prowess is supposed to be our forte as beastkin!” Akgas chuckled.


      When the giant cleft of the Grand Scarlet Canyon had come into view, Sabato and his party had stopped for a breather. They gathered burnable leaves and branches to start a fire in order to boil some water and grab an early lunch, consuming the last of their rations. Now that they were completely free of luggage, they planned on making the last leg of the journey in one go.


      Guin gnawed on his food. “I’m pretty sick of dried meat and hardtack.”


      “Don’t be spoiled. The real hard part’s coming after we arrive at the canyon. If you don’t want this to be your last meal, make sure you get your head in the right place, Guin.”


      “Ugh, that’s pretty harsh, Akgas-san.”


      “Akgas is right,” Sabato agreed. “Kelvin-dono and his group probably have it even worse. The fact that they chose the Grand Scarlet Canyon as the battlefield means they plan on incorporating the terrain into their strategy. They must be scrambling around making preparations even as we speak.”


      “Fair point. All right, everyone, we’ll be heading on as soon as you’re done. Let’s hurry.”


      “You eat too fast, Goma-sama!” Guin protested weakly.


      Once the group of six finished their meal, they took off again, running straight into the ravine overshadowed by towering cliffs. Nearly two hours had passed, but for some reason, they had yet to encounter a single stone golem—a Rank C monster that would often appear on this road.


      “Could that mean Kelvin and his group are close?” Sabato wondered.


      “They might have just passed through,” Goma agreed from her position at the front. At that moment, the ground erupted a slight distance ahead of her. “Well, speak of the devil!”


      Masses of dirt and stone rose several meters high, taking on the form of four monsters that shared a humanoid appearance, albeit a slightly deformed one.


      “Ha! Ha! Ha! What perfect timing! I was just starting to get bored!” Sabato whooped before pumping his legs even harder to rush past Goma, charging straight at the stone golems.


      “Hold on! Don’t dive in by yourself!”


      “I don’t want to hear that from you! You always charge ahead!”


      In spite of their squabbling, the two were running in perfect sync. The stone golems were lumbering quickly towards them, and neither side was showing any sign of slowing down.


      Akgas sighed. “Will those two ever grow up?”


      “You seem kind of happy about it, actually,” Guin noted.


      “You’re imagining things. It’s about time they—HEADS UP! INCOMING!”


      A moment after Akgas’s shout, something came into view, approaching at an incredible velocity. From his position, Sabato could only make out two shadows—one big, one small—seemingly bouncing off the ground and walls of the ravine in zig-zagging trajectories, speeding towards them so quickly that his eyes couldn’t make out any details.


      Within moments, the two silhouettes passed the group of golems. The monsters looked around in confusion, but instead of finding an opponent, they saw each other falling into pieces along evenly sliced lines that seemed to have been carved with a razor-sharp blade. Their consciousnesses faded away before they could even comprehend what had just transpired.


      They reduced the stone golems to junk in a split second! Sabato thought, his amazement putting him even more on edge.


      Stone golems were not particularly strong monsters. Forget Sabato and his group; even normal knights had more than a fair chance of beating one in single combat. However, these were, at the end of the day, three-meter-tall giants of stone. And yet these two mysterious entities had diced up four such creatures in passing. Even with Sabato’s entire group working together, they could not have pulled off such a feat.


      “They’re coming, Goma!”


      “No need to tell me!”


      The two black streaks were almost on top of them. The argumentative pair from moments before had vanished, replaced by two warriors with their senses fully trained and their eyes staring dead ahead with intense focus.


      The shadowy figures stopped abruptly in front of them.


      “Hi! I’ve come to pick you up, Sabato-san!”


      And one of them flashed one of the brightest smiles ever.


      “Uh...you’re Rion-san, right?” Goma managed as the rest of her party remained frozen from the emotional whiplash of the tense atmosphere suddenly melting away.


      “Oh my gosh, you remembered! Thank you! Just call me Rion. I couldn’t sit and wait when I saw your group arriving; I just had to come get you!”
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      Recognition dawned on Guin’s face. “I thought I knew you from somewhere! I saw you during the promotion ceremony!”


      “Of course you saw her,” Goma snapped exasperatedly. “Rion-sa—Rion is Kelvin-san’s little sister and party member.”


      “L-Little sister?” Guin stared closely at the girl, who finished sheathing the two black swords she was holding and returned his gaze with a cheerful smile.


      Like brother, like sister. Both of them are absolute monsters. But she’s cute, so it’s all good! he thought, pumping a fist and crying “yes!” internally.


      “Arf, arf.”


      “Uh, what’s with the gigantic wolf, by the way?”


      “This is Alex, my best friend. He’s a bit big, but he’s a really good boy! I hope that everyone gets along with him!” Rion replied, rubbing the wolf’s neck furiously. The way she had to stand on tiptoe to reach high enough only added to her cuteness.


      The wolf closed his eyes in enjoyment, allowing her to do as she pleased. Goma found a part of herself secretly wanting to pet him as well.


      “So, you coming out to meet us means that you and Kelvin arrived earlier?” Sabato asked.


      “Mh-hm! We got here five days ago!”


      “Huh?” he and Goma replied in a falsetto in perfect unison.


      “Five days ago... That’s the day we were summoned to the guild!”


      “Ah, well, we were in a bit of a hurry. We arrived just before lunchtime and have been making preparations ever since!”


      “Before lunch. A distance that took us five days...you finished in several hours?”


      The entire party was flabbergasted. The fastest speed they were capable of—which had even required them to set aside their carrying creed—turned out to be a mere joke compared to the goal they were aiming for. They had come to help out with defending the border in hopes of learning something and improving themselves, but now they wondered whether they were even qualified to observe.


      Rion and Alex exchanged puzzled looks, unable to understand the awkward silence that had fallen.


      “Rion-chan and Kelvin-san are outliers!” Guin suddenly blurted out. “And they’re related, so it makes sense that she’s as strong and fast as he is!”


      Goma cocked her head. “I’m not sure how much sense that makes—”


      “It’s best not to think too deeply about this sorta thing!” Guin insisted. He seemed a bit brighter than he usually was, likely in an effort to cheer up his companions.


      “I...suppose you’re right,” Sabato said slowly. “I’m the one who’s aiming to become Rank S one day, and here I am being pathetic. I wouldn’t be able to face my old man like this. Okay, you guys, let’s make a bang in this coming fight; one big enough to give Kelvin a shock!”


      Akgas burst into laughter. “Looks like you’ve taken another step towards maturity, Sabato-sama!”


      “Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to play along every once in a while,” Goma conceded.


      Thanks to Guin’s efforts, the group’s mood improved. Through this shared experience, the bonds between the members of their party were strengthened once again.


      Did Rion-chan see how gallant I am?


      All right, maybe there was no strengthening of bonds after all.


      ::I feel like this would be a bad time to mention that we’re the weakest members of Kel-nii’s party. Make sure you keep quiet, all right, Alex? Shh!::


      ::Arf!:: (Okay.)


      Unbeknownst to the beastkin, Rion had also become a little more mature.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After Rion and Alex met up with Sabato and his party, they all walked back together. According to Rion, the Trycenians were expected to arrive around dusk the next day.


      “We’re almost done with our preparations, so there’s no need to rush. Oh, wait, it’s almost time for lunch! Let’s actually walk just a bit faster!”


      “If we’re going to hurry, we might as well run. We stopped to eat and rest not that long ago.”


      “Oh, really? Then is this all right?”


      With a slightly apologetic look on her face, the girl started running at a speed that the beastkin could barely manage to keep up with. She turned back to check on them every once in a while, as if trying to match their pace. The wolf brought up the rear.


      Eventually, Rion seemed to get a handle on the appropriate speed for her companions and had fallen back to run beside Sabato and the rest.


      “Sabato-san, you mentioned eating earlier. Does that mean you already finished your lunch?”


      “Yep. We were planning to make that our last break and then run the rest of the way to reach you.”


      “I see. Then I guess we won’t need to prepare extra portions for you?”


      “We’re good, thanks,” Goma confirmed.


      Guin, however, mumbled under his breath, “Why do I feel like we’ll seriously be missing out?”


      After a bit more small talk, the desert expanse of Trycen’s border finally came into view, signaling the end of the path through the canyon. Kelvin was nowhere to be seen.


      “Rion-dono, where is Kelvin-dono?” Akgas asked.


      “Um, how do I explain this? Oh, everyone, stop here, please!” Rion suddenly spread out her hands as if to block the way.


      The beastkin looked mystified but did as they were told. They were currently several hundred meters from the edge of the desert, and the only thing in view was the soaring range of cliffs that flanked the path. Nothing else seemed out of place. Wondering if Kelvin was lying in wait somewhere, the party examined their surroundings closely. However, they could find no sign of human presence anywhere.


      Rion looked slightly upwards, cupped her hands around her mouth, and shouted, “Mel-nee! We’re back!” like a mountain climber. But the only thing in the direction she had shouted was the clear, blue sky framed by scarlet rock.


      “Rion, what—”


      “Welcome back, Rion,” said a crystal clear voice, seemingly coming from nowhere.


      A distortion appeared in the air at roughly the height of Parth’s clock tower. A teenage girl in blue attire emerged and nonchalantly leaped down, landing before Rion so gracefully that not even a particle of dust was disturbed. Melfina—for that was who it was—smiled in a welcome manner as blue feathers went flying.


      ::Mel-nee! Your wings! Your wings are appearing!::


      ::Oh, whoops!::


      In a fluster, Melfina quickly dispelled the pair of wings that were on the verge of materializing. Thankfully, her unexpected appearance had astonished the beastkin too much for them to notice. Or rather, they simply thought it to be one of the effects of the magic they were witnessing.


      ::They appear so easily when I let my guard down. It’s hard to maintain the spell.::


      ::That was too close for comfort. You’ve got to be more careful, Mel-nee!::


      ::Yes, ma’am.::


      Rion’s warning left Melfina’s face slightly flushed. Since the exchange had taken place through the Network, however, Sabato and the rest were none the wiser.


      “Is that a new outfit? Where’d you get it?”


      “Where do you think? Efil made it for me, of course!”


      “Awww, it looks so cute!”


      Adding to the surreal feeling of the scene, the two girls promptly began talking about clothes, of all things.


      “Kelvin-san has even more hidden aces?!” Guin muttered in marvel.


      Catching on to what he meant, Goma gave him a quick rap on the head. “You shush. Um, Rion, is this woman also part of Kelvin-san’s party?”


      Melfina lowered her head in greeting. “Yes, I am. You are Sabato-san and his party members, I presume? We’ve been awaiting your arrival. Please come in.”


      “Come...in?” Sabato echoed in confusion. “Where?”


      “Here,” Melfina replied, waving a hand behind her.


      The distortion from earlier suddenly reappeared, this time at a much greater scale than before. Soon enough, it had spread to fit the width of the entire path and opened up like a mouth, revealing a startling sight within.


      “Th-This is...”


      “What the hell just—?!”


      “Oh, phew, looks like being surprised by this sort of thing is normal. I’m glad I’m not the only one,” Rion giggled.


      The beastkin were speechless as they stared up at the pitch-black fortress that had appeared out of thin air. Now that whatever had been blocking their perception of it had been dispelled, they could feel Kelvin’s presence within.


      “You guys finished this in five days?!” Goma asked incredulously.


      “Oh, no, this was done in an hour.”


      Melfina’s correction left the beastkin with their jaws on the floor yet again. This sight of them looking so stupefied was quickly becoming the norm.


      “Mel-nee, you’ve got to be more tactful—”


      “No, it’s fine,” Sabato said, throwing a hand up. “There’s no need to soften things for us. I grew up in close proximity to a Rank S adventurer myself. I’m used to being surprised. This sort of thing only fires me up more! The greater my goal, the more it’s worth reaching!”


      “Sabato-sama!” Guin exclaimed, impressed.


      “That said, let’s move! There’s no point in standing around out here, so let’s get to where Kelvin is!”


      Melfina nodded gracefully. “I shall lead the way. Follow me.”


      “Please and thank you!”


      As Melfina walked off, Sabato gave chase, followed by Akgas and Guin. The daily tempering from Goma’s fists seemed to be paying off. Rion was quite impressed by the beastkin’s mental resilience.


      Even so, she could not help noting, ::It looks like he’s not aware of it himself, but Sabato-san’s moving the same side hands and legs while he walks.::


      ::Arf, arf.:: (Leave the poor guy alone.)


      ::I know, I know... Wait, huh?::


      Rion paused her conversation with Alex when she noticed that Goma was still standing outside. So were the remaining two beastkin whose names she did not yet know.


      “Goma-san, everyone’s going ahead. Is something the matter?”


      Goma started. “Oh, right, sorry. Let’s go.”


      She was doing a good job of hiding it, but Goma herself had been even more shaken than the others. A gigantic fortress supposedly being built in a single hour already stretched the limits of her disbelief. The massive magic spell that enveloped the structure and so perfectly concealed it from visual and magical detection...that was something else entirely.


      Judging from the conversation, it seems that girl Mel cast the spell. And clearly magic is not the only thing she’s good at, seeing as she managed to jump down from such a height without taking damage. Then there are Rion and Alex, who annihilated a group of stone golems in literally a split second. Are all members of Kelvin’s party this powerful? That would mean they are all on the level of Rank S.


      Goma’s thoughts whirled furiously through her mind as she walked.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The inside of the fortress was surprisingly well decorated. The paintings and ornaments on display weren’t quite on the level of something found in a royal palace but still looked like they would have fetched a pretty penny. The floor was covered by red carpeting, and knights in black armor patrolled the halls. Each of them was carrying an unfamiliar-looking weapon in their left hand that Sabato and his companions failed to recognize, despite having seen the basis for it in the Shrine of the Puppets.


      “Everything hanging here is fake. Just saying. They’re all created with the same spell that Kel-nii used to build the place.”


      “Anything goes, huh?” Guin replied.


      “Some of them might even be booby-trapped, so it’s probably best not to touch anything carelessly. Oh, Efil-nee!” Rion rushed forward in a small run and dove into Efil’s chest. “I’m back!”


      “Welcome back, Rion-sama. Sabato-sama and company, welcome. How would you like to wash away the fatigue from your travels in a bath? It’s already drawn and readied for you right through here. Master is occupied at the moment and will be with you later.”


      “A...bath? This place has everything! Are we really in the Grand Scarlet Canyon right now?”


      “Why sweat the small details, Goma? Just be thankful and enjoy it!”


      “Oooh, I’d love a bath too!” Rion exclaimed. “I’ll wait till Kel-nii gets back so we can take one together!”


      “Huh?!” The beastkin were even more confused than they had been before. Guin’s eyes had become bloodshot.


      Rion, in turn, looked taken aback by their reactions. “What’s wrong?”


      “Um...” Goma said gingerly. “Aren’t you and Kelvin-san siblings?”


      “Mhm, we sure are!”


      “Ummm... Is it not a bit unusual to be entering the bath with him at this age?”


      Guin flared up. “It is! It’s strange! It’s outrageous! I firmly oppose it!”


      “What are you saying?” Rion asked, looking entirely mystified. “It’s normal for siblings to take baths together. And I love Kel-nii, so what’s the problem?”


      Guin’s vehement protest fell on deaf ears. Having been deeply influenced by a certain subset of manga and light novels from a young age, Rion was entirely convinced that this was how brothers and sisters ought to act. Due to her persistent efforts, Kelvin had also started to think the same as of late. And there was no one around willing to tell them otherwise.


      Taking baths together? Sabato and Goma thought as they exchanged looks.


      Yeah, so not happening...


      Nope, that’s not happening...


      The two of them could not find it within themselves to agree with Rion’s assertion.


      “Uh, whatever. I’m gonna hit the baths, then!” Sabato said loudly.


      “I shall join you, Sabato-sama. Guin, you’re coming too.”


      “What?! No, I refuse to accept it! And I still want to stare at the cute maid a while lon— Don’t pull my collar! Noooo, the cute maid!”


      Guin was being dragged along by the back of his neck, his legs kicking in protest the whole way. It was all in vain, though, as his strength was nowhere near enough to break Akgas’s grip.


      “How about you, Goma-san?” Rion asked politely. “We have another one for girls. Want me to take you?”


      “I would appreciate that; thank you.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Master, it is time,” Efil announced after knocking on the door of the temporary workshop where Sera and I were enthusiastically creating our golems. If Efil had come to call for me, it could only mean one thing: lunch.


      It feels like a split second ago I was watching the sun rise. Time sure flies when I’m having fun.


      “All right, we’ll be there soon! We’re almost done with this one!”


      And then we’ll have reached our target number. Phew, I’m glad we managed to finish in time. Installing Gatling guns on this many golems was damn tiring.


      “What’s on the menu today, Efil?”


      “Per Rion-sama’s request, I have made burger patties using the white wolf meat in Clo-chan’s Storage.”


      Since Sera and I had been busy in the workshop, we had told Efil to make us whatever Rion was eating.


      Seems like Rion’s still got the taste buds of a child. Then again, it’s not like I dislike burgers. In fact, I love them. I love everything that Efil cooks.


      “Additionally, Sabato-sama and his party have just arrived. They are currently using the baths.”


      “Oh, finally? They sure took their time.”


      “They seem to have eaten already. Will you be meeting them after lunch?”


      “Hmm... All right, when they leave the baths, please show them to the drawing room so they can rest up a bit. They might be tired from the journey and all.”


      “Understood, Master.”


      We called it the drawing room, but it was filled with only simple sofas and fake ornaments.


      I’m sure someone must have given them a heads-up, but let’s disable the traps in the room just in case. And in the meantime, I’ll be taking my time and enjoying that wolfburger.


      Sera and I hurriedly finished up our work, then headed straight for the room we were using as a dining hall.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Ha! Ha! Ha! You never cease to amaze me, Kelvin! That bath was incredible! I haven’t felt so refreshed in a long time!”


      The first thing that Sabato did upon seeing me was wax eloquent about the bath. Although he had clearly taken a liking to it, whenever I myself took a dip, I couldn’t help but remember the one that we had back at home. Comparing the two was like comparing a bathtub in an average house to an outdoor bath at a ryokan with decades of history.


      Oh, right, even just having a bath is a luxury in this world. Ever since I installed one, I’ve been slowly forgetting that.


      “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”


      “Um, Kelvin-san, can I ask you something?”


      “Sure. What is it?” This guy’s name is Guin, right? As I remember, he’s the youngest in Sabato’s group.


      “Is it true that you take baths with Rion-chan?!”


      “What?”


      “This is the one thing that I just have to confi—pppffft!” Goma’s straight right sent Guin’s face into the wall of the room.


      Every time I see her in action, I’m impressed. The way she slides into it is just so clean and sharp.


      “I’m sorry about that, Kelvin-san. Please ignore him.”


      “Okay...” What exactly did Guin want to confirm anyway? It’s normal for siblings to take baths together, so why bring it up?


      “Master, it is about time.”


      “Ah, yes. Sorry to jump right in even though you just got here, but let’s go over the battle strategy.”


      I manipulated Adamantine Fortress to create a small-scale model of our fortress and the surrounding terrain right there in the middle of the room. We could normally do all of this planning within the Network if we were by ourselves, but now that Sabato and his group were here, we needed to make sure they were on the same page.


      “First, the Dragon Knight Order’s estimated arrival is tomorrow around dusk. If they maintain their current speed, they’ll be here around four or five in the afternoon.”


      I generated several pawns that looked like dragons on the desert side of the model.


      Akgas asked, “We heard Rion-dono mentioning the same when she escorted us here, but how can you be so sure?”


      “Efil here is a master with the bow and has exceptionally sharp eyes.”


      In fact, Efil had already provided visual confirmation of the enemy force. When I’d heard her report, I had used Skill Eater to borrow her Farsight to observe the forms flying over and running across the expansive desert myself.


      “Sharp eyes? Don’t tell me she can see them from here?!”


      “I can indeed, Goma-sama.”


      “I’d heard that elves had good eyes, but it’s my first time meeting someone with such incredible vision.”


      Sabato rushed to the window and squinted hard, only to announce, “Nope, I can’t see a thing! All I see is desert!”


      I mean, it isn’t something you can do with willpower alone. “So, then... According to Efil’s report, there are roughly three thousand dragons approaching.”


      “Th-Three thousand?!”


      “The general breakdown is roughly twenty-five hundred subdragons and whelps, and about five hundred adult dragons,” Efil clarified. “The four individuals who appear to be officers are each riding an ancient dragon.”


      I had used Analyze Eye on top of Farsight, so we were pretty sure of that estimate.


      “Hold on a moment! Ancient dragons are classified as Rank S monsters and you’re saying there are four of them?! That’s enough to destroy an entire country!”


      Oh, hey, Guin’s recovered.


      Goma looked down, frowning. “We knew they were expanding their military, but that many dragons? Gaunian operatives saw their Dragon Knight Order before, but it was almost entirely subdragons at the time, with only a few adults and no ancients at all.”


      “And the Dragon Knight Order is only one of their forces,” Akgas pointed out. “Clearly, Trycen’s been playing their cards close to the chest.”


      “Damn, this is no joke. But the fact that you look so composed must mean you have a strategy all planned out, right?” Sabato asked, looking at me with a knowing smile.


      It’s nothing as grand as “a strategy,” but—okay, stop looking at me with those eyes filled with expectation.


      “Sort of, yeah. First, I want you guys to stay close to the fortress and act as a hit-and-run commando unit. Just do the best you can without overreaching. But stay hidden until we give the signal. As I’m sure you already know, this fortress is concealed by a spell. The aim is to launch the first attack as a complete surprise. That’s the one thing we want you to be careful about.”


      “Understood. Then we’ll move as the situation requires afterwards. Sabato, make sure you don’t just leap out, all right?”


      “I could say the same thing to you.”


      “Efil will be providing ranged support from the wall, and Gerard—this knight companion of mine—will be protecting the gate. Please cooperate with them as needed.”


      “I’m Gerard. Nice to meet you.”


      “Apologies for not properly introducing myself earlier. I’m Efil.”


      Both sides exchanged brief greetings. I had yet to mention it, but this was also where our fully armed golems were going to be stationed. Gerard had the Army Command skill, so it was going to be his job to...well, command them.


      Of course, I doubt any of the non-ancient dragons will get close enough.


      “What will you be doing, Kelvin-san?”


      “Me? I’ll be paying the enemy general a visit.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The rest of the briefing lasted for about half an hour more, then it was free time for everyone to do whatever they wanted. I was pretty much done with all my preparations, so all that was left was to give my body a well-needed rest. Sabato and his party had been assigned individual rooms, where I hoped they would find everything they needed.


      What’s with the two men behind Goma anyway? They never said a thing. “Huh, they’re probably the princess’s personal guards.”


      “Did you say something, Kel-nii? I’m just done washing up.”


      “Nope, nothing. Come on, I’ll wash your hair now.”


      “Please and thank you!”


      As a breather, I was taking my usual bath with Rion. I gently rubbed the roots of her glossy black hair until the shampoo frothed up, then thoroughly washed all the bubbles away. Her hair’s grown a bit. It’s almost touching her shoulders now.


      “Mm! Kel-nii’s hair-washing feels so good. I think I’m about to fall asleep.”


      “You’ll catch a cold if you sleep here. Does this help?”


      I splashed some of the bath water at my sister to wake her up. She scrunched up her eyes in an effort to keep the drops from getting in.


      “Towel, Kel-nii!”


      “Here you go.”


      “Hee hee hee, thank you. By the way, that strategy of yours... It’s not for delaying the enemy, is it?”


      “Uh, excuse you, it sort of is. And it even includes an opportunity for you to go all out! I’m proud of it, actually.”


      “Using that skill is tiring, but I guess I’ll just demand payment in pampering! Come on, let’s get into the water already!”


      The two of us lowered ourselves into the bath. I sighed in contentment. Bathing should be officially recognized as a fourth fundamental necessity.


      The bath here could barely fit three people, which made it quite a bit smaller than the one we had at home. Regardless, Rion claimed her usual position on my lap. For some reason, I had protested this when she’d first arrived, but now this was what felt the most natural. Seriously, why did I argue about this at the start? Even I don’t get myself sometimes.


      “It sure doesn’t feel like the night before a big battle, does it?”


      “Well, we are just relaxing right now. You know, if this fortress had been smaller, I might have outfitted it as a portable base to use when we’re on the road.”


      “That sounds like such a good idea. But for now, I can’t think of anything but this water. I love baths so much...”


      “You and me both, Rion.”


      The two of us fully enjoyed our warm and laid-back time together.
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