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  Prologue


  ──To become the Prince of another country in just one night.


  He’s probably the only person who’s had that experience.


  『I hereby declare you the Crown Prince! 』


  A grandfather he had never heard of, nor has ever met before was there.


  And from the day his grandfather told him those words, his life made a dramatic change.


  Born as the eldest son of an Earl’s family, he never thought that after being deemed useless and discarded, he would become the prince of another country── of a large country that rivaled the greatest powers.


  And right now, he was walking inside the castle, accompanied by two adults.


  They were at the lower levels of the castle, and his goal was to get something from there.


  (Seriously, this place is huge no matter where you look at it……)


  A glittering, gorgeous chandelier hung from the ceiling.


  The corridor was made of white, glossy stones, making you feel it’s high quality.


  “Your Majesty, Princess, and…… Your Royal Highness. I hope you’re having a great day.”


  “Ah, yes…… Thank you very much……”


  As they stepped on the soft carpet, a passing page bowed to them.


  He wasn’t still used to being called Your Royal Highness.


  He then heard a quiet laugh right to him.


  “──Ain. Have you gotten used to living in the castle yet? ”


  That voice belonged to Ain’s grandfather and King of this country── His name, Silvird.


  However, having just come to the castle recently, Ain’s response lacked energy.


  “Ahmm…… Grandfather?　It’s only been two weeks since I came to the castle……”


  Ain answered Silvird like so.


  “Oh…… now that you say it, that’s true.”


  Silvird nodded while stroking his long beard, shaking his extravagant cloak with those big movements.


  “It’s alright, Ain. You’ll get used to it soon.”


  The voice came from Silvird’s side. This time it was a woman, with a clear and beautiful voice.


  Dressed beautifully, she looked at Ain with a saint-like smile.


  “Mother…… sorry. It’s just that compared to the previous mansion, the size is quite different, so……”


  “Fufu, you’ll be living in the castle for a long time now, so don’t worry.”


  “Indeed. Just as Olivia says.”


  Ain spoke to his mother…… to Olivia, as he compared the castle with their previous residence.


  (Yeah, it would almost be fitting to call this place ‘on a whole other level’.)


  The mansion where he used to live was also quite large since it belonged to an Earl── However, there was still quite the gap between nobility and royalty.


  And not only that, but the country where Ain lived now was larger and far more powerful than his home country.


  Thinking about those facts, he naturally felt some discomfort considering his current position.


  (I was deemed worthless before, but now I’m quite valued…… yeah, I don’t know how to take it.)


  ──And right now, Ain was moving to the lowest part of the castle to obtain a new power.


  “Umu, we can see it now. ……That’s the treasure room.”


  Their destination was the castle treasure room.


  ……I wonder how many treasures are sleeping inside, he thought.


  Ain gulped as he stared at the huge door in front of him.


  At the end of the large corridor, only this lone door stood.


  Ain noticed the stone door had many engravements like keyholes, which were probably magic tools.


  “Inside there is something that will become my new power, right? ”


  Being aware of his emotions gradually rising, he asked Silvird who was walking next to him.


  Silvird nodded with a calm face and continued to speak while looking at the door of the treasure room.


  “It’s been laying inside this treasure room. If it were a sword, it would be the strongest── The Dullahan’s magic stone.”


  Ain swallowed again as he listened to that voice.


  “It belonged to an aide of the Demon King that was mercilessly slain by the Sword King hundreds of years ago. The crystallization of a monstrous power that according to the legends, was able to cut through the heavens.”


  In any case, the Dullahan’s magic stone was an item considered to be a national treasure.


  However, Ain thought it was weird to call it a treasure.


  The power dwelling inside of it was certainly tremendous, and if a monster were to absorb that power, a terrifying existence would be born.


  (To have that become my power, I guess there’s nothing more reliable than that.)


  But under normal circumstances, the magical power contained inside magic stones would be poisonous to the human body.


  In other words, What Ain was trying to acquire was a power outside the realm of what a normal could obtain.


  And across the whole world, Ain was probably the only one able to do it.


  As he stepped forwards, his excitement began to raise further just as his heart started to beat faster.


  His mind was filled with thoughts of how much power would that magic stone contain.


  “──Well then, why don’t we open the treasure room’s door already?”


  Stopping in front of the large door, Silvird placed his hand around the center of the door.


  “The door, is……!? ”


  With a focus around the hand, the engraved keyholes reacted.


  Even though they were arranged irregularly, they began to move little by little, until a straight vertical line was formed.


  And with a sound like stones moving, the door to the treasure room gradually opened.


  As Ain stared at that scene intently, Olivia spoke to Silvird.


  “Father, where is the Dullahan’s magic stone? ”


  “Calm down. ……It’s over there.”


  Being half surprised by her daughter’s happy voice, Silvird pointed to a direction with his finger.


  Afterward, Ain was pulled by her, and they proceeded across the treasure room.


  (Whooaa…… It’s filled with incredible things.)


  Nevertheless, it was hard to find out a proper word to describe the greatness of the place.


  There were beautiful swords, and chests filled with gold and silver, and also several chests containing magic stones.


  But particularly eye-catching was the place where Ain was walking towards.


  Is that the Dullahan’s magic stone? he wondered.　The inlaid white stone pedestal was studded with gold and precious jewels.


  An on such pedestal sat a majestic and exceptional existence.


  “It’s black, but also so blue……? ”


  The figure reflecting on his eyes was a magic stone── almost like a black diamond, with a blue haze raging inside.


  As Ain gazed at the magic stone in front of him, Silvird cautioned Olivia by his side.


  “……Olivia, don’t touch it.”


  “Yeah. Or rather, don’t you try doing it either, Father.”


  The two had this exchange considered what that would do to their bodies.


  When Ain finally reached the pedestal, he couldn’t take his eyes away from the Dullahan’s magic stone.


  Afterward, Ain had a little conversation with Silvird then he reached his hand out.


  Exhaling and steeling his resolve, his stretched arm reached for the magic stone sitting on top of the pedestal.


  To gain new power. For that reason, he will absorb the power inside the magic stone, something only he was capable of doing.


  “──The Dullahan’s magic stone will surely help you, Ain. Maybe that’s the reason for its existence…… I’ve been thinking that for a while now.”


  Seeing the loving smile on Olivia’s face, Ain nodded in response.


  But after he focused on the palm of his hand and tried to absorb the magic stone, he heard a mysterious voice that didn’t seem to come from the other two, ‘Am I imagining things?’, Ain thought.　But he dismissed those thoughts.


  “Well then, let’s get started.”


  Swallowing his fresh saliva, he entrusted everything to the senses on his palm.


  Eventually, his whole body’s senses were sharpened, and the magic stone became warm, almost as if it had its own heat.


  ……And just as Ain began to suck the power from the magic stone, a new disturbance appeared.


  (Wai…… what!? 　This……What’s happening──?)


  The magic stone, the Dullahan’s magic stone acted as if it had a will of its own.


  Contrary to Ain’s intention, it appeared as if the magic stone itself was the one making the power flow── or so it seemed to Ain.


  ──Then, at that moment.


  “Ngg──T-This is……!? ”


  With the magic stone in Ain’s hand as the center, a force spread like an explosion.


  “Olivia!　Get behind me──”


  “F-Father……!? ”


  Raising his arm in caution to protect Olivia, Silvird goes back down one step.


  On the other hand, Ain only felt it as a slight wind pressure that made his hair flutter.


  Light leaked out of the magic stone in the shape of lightning, creating a vortex as it overlapped with the strong wind pressure, Ain’s whole body then wrapped up in the black and blue fog.


  (Wait, wait, wait──Is this alright!? )


  Against his own will, the Dullahan’s magic stone continued to yield its power onto Ain.


  That fog was gradually absorbed into his body and at the same time, an omnipotent feeling began to dwell in his body.


  “AIN!　If you feel something is wrong, let go of it! ”


  For the first time, Silvird’s heartfelt worried yell came to Ain.


  The leaking light became a bolt of purple lightning, surrounding the black and blue fog.


  “U-understood!　But……! ”


  Even though he wanted to let it go, his hands were seemingly glued to the stone.


  However, as if noticing Ain’s anxiety, the magic stone gave out a mysterious warmth.


  (──It’s alright……Right‥…?)


  The strong light and wind pressure gradually settled, and the fog enveloping Ain immediately faded away.


  The only thing left was a light running across his body like a lightning.


  But even so, after flashing for a few seconds, it went silent and was also absorbed into his body.


  “Is……Is it over……? ”


  “……Yeah. Looks like it’s now over, Father.”


  After all that clash, the three people were greeted by a sudden calmness.


  Returning the magic stone to the pedestal, Ain turned around and faced the two who were approaching.


  “I’m sorry. Looks like I’ve worried you……”


  After he said that, Ain opened and clenched both his hands, then showed an expression filled with a sense of accomplishment.


  “Looks like I succeeded. All across my body, there’s this sense of completeness.”


  It was a feeling like being reborn, like if his five senses had been renewed.


  And even though they had worried about his condition, Ain’s body felt quite light.


  Calming his anxiety down, Silvird laughed loudly causing his wrinkles to become more apparent.


  “HAHAHAHA!　Indeed!　After all, you’ve absorbed the power of a legendary monster! ”


  “Fufu…… Just like your grandfather says. Oh, Ain, you’ve surely become cuter.”


  Olivia smiled with her hand over her mouth and slowly walked next to Ain.


  She then softly patted Ain’s head and hugged him close to her chest.


  After receiving her love for a while, Ain then took out a card from his pocket to show her how strong he had become.


  (In any case, the Dullahan’s magic stone had a taste like coffee, huh? ……It was a delicious flavor.)


  The rich smell and deep texture were felt with Ain’s whole body.


  It was a comforting taste, with a somewhat luxurious feeling.


  “The Dullahan’s armor, it was a skill that used magical power to bright forth that. You might be able to use those powers too, Ain! ”


  He was so excited about the words of Silvird, that he turned his shining eyes towards the card.


  Looking at the stats’ numbers that had increased significantly, a smile naturally spilled.


  At that moment, by chance, the life he led before coming to the castle── the life in the Earl’s house, in which he was discarded, crosses his mind.


  (I wonder if my little brother has been selected as the next head of the family?)


  To this day, he experienced plenty of feelings there.


  

  ──And that life filled with ups and downs all started with that encounter with God.


  She was somewhat lax and easy to talk to God…… He remembered the conversation he had at that time.


  Chapter 1 - An Unfortunate Reincarnation


  I wonder where I am? Also, I have no idea why I’m in this place.


  In a white space that continued forever, God spoke to him.


  “Your cause of death was quite pitiful. So, for your next life, I’ve decided that you chose it by spinning the rare gacha.”


  During his previous life, everything could be called normal, so this was a somewhat surreal exchange.


  “The cause of……My death? ”


  Far from his cause of death, and aside from some common sense knowledge, he couldn’t remember what sort of life he lived before.


  However, it was apparently normal for such loss of memory to happen when coming to this world.


  “You might still retain some fragments. However, those remnants will gradually disappear after you leave this place.”


  “I see, I guess it saves time.”


  Well then, I wonder what the cause of my death was? He looked at God with great interest in the answer to that question.


  “Your cause of death was……Blood loss. Just as you were cooking dinner, an insect suddenly appeared──”


  Apparently, he was very bad at dealing with insects in his past life, so he was extremely surprised and fell back.


  And as he collapsed, the knife in his hand flew in the air, piercing his throat.


  After that, with nothing of particular notoriety, he died relatively quickly, or so God said.


  “I guess there’s no limit to stupidity──”


  God said he was so absorbed in cooking and that he was using a very good kitchen knife.


  “HA HA HA HA……!　You’re the first person to have such cause of death! ”


  God opened her mouth wide while laughing. Yeah, you can laugh at me, he thought as he held his head on his hands.


  “Well, with that said. It’s alright for you to enjoy your new life in another world.”


  He didn’t know how to respond when he was told about another world. Or rather, he had no idea what that meant.


  “Don’t sweat it. Well, what sort of gacha will you get ──?”


  According to her, the basic qualities becomes higher, like a positive influence in the appearance.


  Besides, if one was to be lucky, they could not only be reborn into nobility but also in the royal family.


  (Well, that’s somewhat easy to understand.)


  Being able to discern what your talent was from birth certainly was a welcomed addition.


  “Alright, shall we get down to business then?”


  DOOON──. God then took out from her clothes a somewhat simple gacha machine.


  Where did you hide that huge machine in that tiny body, God? He thought while being impressed.


  Since the appearance of God was that of a young woman, or rather a so-called little girl, he felt amazed.


  “Come on, hurry up and pull it.”


  Being hurried, he reached out his hand for the lever and strongly pulled it, while his heart pounded with excitement.


  When he saw a golden capsule come out, he opened his mouth wide in surprise and turned to see God. However.


  “Don’t get too excited. All of them inside are golden capsules.”


  “You really had to ruin it!? ”


  He sighed after responding to God, who was sneering at him.


  After opening the gacha capsule, the result of it was written on a piece of paper and it read:


  “It’s a Super Rare! ”


  Would it be a rich household? Or maybe being born as royalty?　His expectations swelled.


  He then continued to look at the content written afterward.


  “Uh……Eh?　W-What does this……? ”


  He felt puzzled. The reason being, nothing about being nobility or royalty was written on it.


  ──【Toxin DecompositionＥＸ】. Only those large words.


  “It’s a skill. And it even has EX on it, isn’t that great?”


  Like I said, what’s this? He wanted to retort to God.


  “It’s incredibly strong against poisons. No matter what poison it is, or germ or bacteria……it beats them hand down.”


  Only by hearing that, he was able to understand this was an incredible ability. However, he couldn’t deny it was also quite bland.


  It was simply plain. He sighed in his mind while mulling over just what sort of skill he got.


  “Come to think of it, speaking of skills……What sort of world am I going to……? ”


  “Umu. It’s your traditional fantasy world.”


  “Then……Are there monsters and magic? ”


  God then spoke about what sort of world it was.


  Stats existed. So did monsters. And, most important, there was also magic. ……Or so she said.


  He was excited this felt almost like a game, but the blandness of Toxin DecompositionEX felt like rain on his parade.


  “Uh?　There’s something else on the back of the paper, it says you’ll be reborn as the eldest son of an Earl’s house.”


  Looking at the paper in his hands, God noticed there was a part he had not read yet.


  “Ahh, that’s true. ……Then, is this some sort of compromise line?”


  “Jeez. Quite outspoken, aren’t we? Just like before.”


  Still, even if she said that, he didn’t remember his previous life.


  This attitude was not quite becoming of God, but she probably just switched to a more natural tone.


  “I’m sorry. Apparently, I’m like this.”


  Too many things happened all of a sudden. So, he reflected a little.


  “Come to think of it, is there anyone else who has been reincarnated there beside me?”


  “Not close by. You might meet someone a few years away on foot. After all, it would be problematic if they were close, right? ”


  When he thought about it, he noticed it would certainly be bad if someone with a powerful cheat was nearby.


  This made him sigh in relief with a hand over his chest.


  “Also, you’ll be starting over as a baby……Hmm, seems it’s about time.”


  At that moment, God told him that regrettably, the time limit had come.


  “At last, my glorious life will…… God, if you please! ”


  “Yeah, yeah. Okay then……May your life be filled with blessings.”


  God answered with a smile, at the same time a glowing vortex appeared at his feet. And a slight ‘bo’ sound echoed all around.


  “There!　Off you go!　Bye! ”


  The end was too sudden.


  Still, God saw him off with warm eyes full of affection and maternity, until he disappeared.


  “……Fuu. I can rest now that this stage is completed.”


  Muttering so to herself with satisfaction, God immersed herself in the silent and lingering aftermath.


  It should be obvious, but God has seen off many people so far.


  And this time should’ve been the same as before, just seeing him off──But that wasn’t it.


  “One of my dearests wishes has finally been fulfilled. Well, well……I’ll be taking it easy for the rest of today.”


  Muttered the goddess, in a nostalgic tone.


  She had a deep smile and her body quivered with a sense of fulfillment.


  “At long last, I was able to bring ‘you’ back to my world. That’s more than enough for me.”


  He didn’t know. That this encounter with God was not just a coincidence.


  “I guess I should’ve said ‘welcome back’……Well then, let’s see how he lives his new life.”


  The true meaning of those words God spoke. That was a story that only she knew.


  


  ──I wonder how much time has passed?


  He woke up to the glaring light shining in through the window.


  (It was like a cliché……Like those common reincarnation stories I’ve read about.)


  He then noticed.


  A beautiful woman with glossy brown hair was holding him.


  “Fufu……You sure are a good boy, Ain.”


  Ain──This was his new name.


  In other words, the woman holding him was his mother.


  (I see……This means I was safely reincarnated.)


  And when it came to understanding the words being spoken, he was sure this was a perk of the reincarnation. Or at least he decided to think so.


  “Fue……ogyaa!　Ogyaa! ”


  All of a sudden, as his body felt itchy, he cried as a reflex.


  This was something normal for babies, but somehow, crying against his will just felt odd to him.


  “Arara……What is it?　Could it be you’re feeling hungry?”


  Just as she tried to soothe him, Ain stared at the woman who seemed to be his mother.


  (Yeah, she’s completely──not like a mother.)


  It was a matter of values.


  Probably because of his previous life experiences, it was difficult for him to think of her as his mother.


  In other words, his feelings were more like she was an older sister.


  Still, the gaze he received was one of love, and the hand that held his head was filled with warmth.


  Still, she certainly cared about Ain, so it was hard to ignore this comfort.


  (…Well, it’s a new life. Let’s do my best.)


  ◇　◇　◇


  After being reincarnated, five years had passed for Ain.


  The name of the country where he was born was Heim, and it was apparently the largest country in the continent.


  His family, House Roundhart ruled over a territory that was close to the Royal Capital. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say this was the best port city on the whole continent, so the influence they had on the capital was strong.


  ──However, Ain’s feelings right now were complicated.


  He fell on the floor of his room with his hands and legs stretched, breathing heavily.


  “N-No, I just can’t……The demerits are too high……”


  It was quite hard to breathe, let alone speak.


  The reason why he was in this condition right now was that he had tried ‘his’ skill.


  “……I c-can’t get up.”


  Toxin Decomposition──It’s a bit plain, but since I have it lets test it.


  Thinking like that, he looked for some sort of poison. However, he wasn’t sure something like that could lay close to him, but then, he recalled the words God said.


  She said that even fungi were included, if so, then why not look for some mold?　He though.


  Following that line of thought, he brought in some mod that he found stuck in some trees from outside.


  “I-I never expected……it would be like this……”


  Extremely intense fatigue fell upon him, causing numbness in his hands and feet. He also felt a strong, throbbing headache.


  In truth, it was so painful than until just a few minutes ago, he had fallen unconscious.


  The mold had disappeared after decomposing the fungus──But not long after, he found himself in this situation.


  “……I’m sure nobody would be happy with a skill so plain, yet so inconvenient to use……”


  A complete failure of skill.


  About an hour later his physical condition had gradually recovered, however, this was still difficult to put to use.


  Reaching for the cup of water on top of the desk, he managed to drink some.


  “Alright……Let’s not use this skill.”


  The headache had been particularly nasty.


  It had almost disappeared now, but the headache, in particular, was a bitter experience.


  ──By the way, Ain’s agony did not end there.


  He suffered some other hardships besides said skill.


  “……Fuu.”


  After managing to lie down on the bed, he started to recall those hardships.


  “Compared to my little brother’s amazing skill, mine is just……”


  Despite being the eldest son, Ain had already given up on his position as the next head of the house.


  “The eldest brother has Toxin DecompositionEX. And the little brother has Holy Knight ……Wow, speaking of my life, didn’t it start with quite the harsh handicap?”


  Ain had one brother who was younger than him.


  That alone wouldn’t pose any problem usually, but in this case, his little brother had quite a flashy sounding skill, the Holy Knight.


  He felt like this wasn’t a match even from the start.


  “I’m tired, I think I’ll read a book……”


  After saying that, he picked up a book he borrowed from his mother from the desk beside his bed.


  Recently, whenever he had free time, Ain would busy himself reading books on the sofa in his room.


  At first, it was a way for him to study common sense, but recently it just turned into his hobby.


  “……What’s this, a dragon?　It sure is big.”


  Right now, he was reading a picture book, and what was depicted on it was what were called monsters.


  On the page Ain had opened, a giant dragon was pictured swimming in the sea.


  He felt amazed by the illustration of a figure that was many times the size of a ship.


  “No, no……Is there a way something that large exists?　Could it be this is from old folklore?　With my skills, I wouldn’t be able to do anything against it……”


  He had used it for some mold and this was the result. He couldn’t use it to fight.


  With that grim future in sight, Ain let out a deep sigh.


  “──Ahh, that’s right, I promised I would train with Chichiue at noon.”


  If this was to happen, I shouldn’t have tried to test Toxin Decomposition, he thought.


  Ain regretted it a bit, but he laid down on the bed and tried to recover some of his strength.


  ──He only rested for a couple of tens of minutes, but surprisingly, this was enough to heal his fatigue. Ain then headed to the courtyard with his mood improved.


  After practicing swings for a while, the man standing next to him opened his mouth.


  “It seems your grip on the sword is improving.”


  “Th-……Thank you! ”


  His name was Logas, he was Ain’s father and Chief Commander in the Kingdom of Heim.


  He was a tall person with a fearless expression. His strong build was also very impressive.


  (Since I was not blessed with skills, I have to make it up with effort……!)


  With large drops of sweat dripping from his face, Ain continued his practice swings.


  Even when he was out of breath, he desperately continued his practice.


  Maybe it was a benefit of the ‘super rare gacha’, but no matter the effort, it didn’t hurt.


  “HAA! YAAA……! ”


 

  This kept going for more minutes, for dozens of minutes. He continued his practice swings under the watchful eye of Logas.


  Then, after seeing his arms were starting to tremble.


  “……Looks like you’re getting tired, take a break for a few minutes.”


  “Y-……Yes……! ”


  After being told to rest by Logas, Ain sat down on the ground.


  Not only the arms but also his legs were tired since he could feel the accumulated fatigue.


  Just as he was resting and wiping the sweat from his forehead, a woman approached L, noticing the break in the training.


  “──Logas-sama. Could I have some of your time? ”


  “Huh?　Ohh, Camila, what is it?”


  (Camila-okaa-sama, huh……?)


  When he called her mother/okaa-sama in his mind, he didn’t mean it as in his mother, she was Logas’ second wife.


  “I’m sorry to come in the middle of training. It’s just, I wanted to talk to you about Grint……”


  “Is there something wrong with Grint? ”


  “No, it’s just that he’s four years old, and I was thinking it might be a good time for him to start training.”


  The person they were talking about, Grint, was Ain’s younger brother.


  He was Camila’s son and Ain’s half-brother.


  Also, his power was different from Ain’s.


  “He was born with the Holy Knight skill. Taking into consideration the future of the Kingdom of Heim, and the Roundhart family……I wonder if this might be a good time to start?”


  That skill was so rare that there had only been very few people in the history of the Kingdom of Heim who possessed it.


  Unlike his elder brother Ain, it could be said that Grint had inherited the martial prowess that their family was famous about.


  “Ahh……I was actually thinking the same thing.”


  Logas nodded deeply to Camila’s words. They were full of expectations for Grint.


  “Ain. I spoke a bit with Camila. Sorry, but we’ll be leaving today’s training here.”


  (Ohh, sure. I thought he would say that, but am I not being relegated a bit too easily?)


  Despite being tired, he didn’t feel this was a good point to stop.


  Ain got up, bowed to Logas, and the turned to look at Camila.


  “Understood. Well then, Camila-okaa-sama, if you’ll excuse me.”


  “Yes, have a nice day. And please continue to do your best and support Grint in the future.”


  Yeah, yeah. These two words could sum up his inner thoughts.


  Right now, she meant to emphasize that the next head of the family will be Grint.


  “By the way, Ain. From now on, you’ll need to work even harder.”


  Far from chiding Camila, Logas added on her words.


  He too had high expectations for Grint and wanted Ain to match up to him.


  (I know Chichiue isn’t a bad person……But sometimes he gets influenced by Camila-okaa-sama a bit too much……)


  But with that said, he naturally felt like giving up since his value was lower than his brother’s.


  Still, deep down he wanted to hear them say all this him not being the next head was just a joke.


  “Yes, I’ll keep doing my best. ──Well then, if you excuse me.”


  With those parting words, Ain finally left the courtyard and went to the bathroom to wash off his sweat.


  


  

  ──Then, after parting with Logas and taking a bath, Ain had a lot of free time until dinner, so he spent it alone in the library.


  The bookshelves on the wall were impressive; taking one book, Ain sat on a chair and opened it on the desk.


  Speaking of Ain, he was a hardworking person with a diligent character.


  For example, his appearance as he always worked hard in his training with Logas, the look on his face as he read many books──Him going in and out of the library had left a very good impression on the servants.


  For this reason, many people looked forward to his future, despite him sometimes overdoing it.


  Today too, Ain finally noticed that many hours had probably passed.


  Before he knew it, the paper he used for transcribing had depleted.


  “──I’ve done it again.”


  Stacks of paper piled up on the desk.


  When asking why it became like this, the answer would be that because, in the middle of studying, he suddenly started to have fun.


  It was weird that he could understand everything so fast, that he attributed to being a perk of being reincarnated.


  That’s why there was a bundle of who knows how many transcribed papers piled up, an amount no five-years-old could make.


  “Bocchan (Young master) ──It’s time for dinner……Ohh, were you transcribing again? ”


  The house’s steward came looking for him.


  Looking at Ain’s hard work, he smiled with warm eyes.


  “Y-Yeah. I just finished.”


  Looking at all the manuscripts, one couldn’t think of this as simply studying.


  “How wonderful. Not only your training, but you’re also making a great effort in your studies……”


  Ain floated a bitter smile.


  He certainly had put some effort into it, but he felt embarrassed because this all was thanks to the perks of being reincarnated.


  “In the future, you could become a scholar……no, with such daily effort you put to it, you could even become a General……”


  Unlike Logas and Camila, the butler had high hopes for Ain.


  The biggest virtue of Ain was his hard-working personality.


  This made it easy to understand his popularity with the servants.


  “It’d be good if I could……”


  He wanted to somehow show his value.


  Feeling happy for the steward’s words, he took them at face value.


  “I’m feeling hungry, so I’ll leave it at this for today.”


  Finally answering with those words, he left the library and went to eat dinner.


  “……Fumu, let’s tell the other servants. About the ‘mountain’ that Bocchan made in the library.”


  With a satisfied smile, the steward looked at the mountain of papers on the desk for a little while.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  When the following day’s training came, priority was given to his little brother Grint.


  Logas only gave some spoken instructions to Ain, then went to watch the rest of Grint’s training by his side.


  Starting from then, in the first week, the number of instructions decreased, by the second week he was only told to swing the sword, and by the third week, Logas had completely stopped showing at Ain’s training altogether.


  (──I wonder what can I do to be acknowledged by Chichiue and Camila-okaa-sama?)


  One evening, Ain was thinking about this while he carved a piece of wood into a wooden sword.


  The reason why he carved this piece of wood was that he had already broken many wooden swords.


  Even today, by dusk, the wooden sword he trained with had broken at the base.


  ……I don’t understand why this keeps happening.


  Certainly, Ain lost himself in his training, so the burden on the wooden sword was considerable.


  Still, can it be broken this easily by the strength of a child? With those thoughts, he struggled day by day.


  “……How weird. I feel as if my carving skills are improving.”


  The eldest son of an Earl’s family carved a sword by himself.


  He wanted to think of this as something silly, yet he was fascinated by the finish.


  Probably because he had now made who knows how many swords that he now could decently carve a sword.


  Taking the remaining scraps, he tried to carve a small bear.


  “……A small bear. I’m not doing too bad.”


  Feeling he was doing something silly, he still found it surprisingly fun.


  Then, placing the small sculpture in his pocket, he stood up with the carved sword in hand.


  “Hmm……I think I’ll take a bath.”


  I had a good sweat today──Although I had no teacher and was alone.


  As a testament to his progress, the sound of swinging the sword had gradually changed and had now become a sharp wind-cutting sound.


  After feeling a sense of accomplishment, Ain headed straight into the mansion.


  ──In this world, there existed a tool used for boiling water.


  It was called a magic tool, and it used a magic stone from a monster’s body as material.


  They were said to be powered by the magical power that resided inside the magic stones, in a way similar to a boiler.


  After taking a hot bath, he went out to the hallway and basked in the fresh breeze that came from the windows while watching the sun moving through the sky.


  Immediately after, while cooling his body, Ain was approached by an elderly servant.


  “Bocchan. Did you enjoy your bath? ”


  “Yes. The hot water felt nice today.”


  After answering with a carefree smile, the servant also smiled as she took out something.


  “That’s good. Well then, please enjoy these later. Keep it a secret from Master.”


  What the waiter handed over to him were several cookies sandwiched between a piece of paper.


  Logas prohibited snacking. Therefore, they were handed in secret.


  “……Among the servants, many are looking forward to your future, Bocchan. That’s why──”


  She cares about me. Ain thanked her in his heart, then.


  “Thank you very much──Ahh, in that case, please accept this in return.”


  Ain gave the small bear he carved to the servant.


  “I carved it in my spare time, but I’ll be happy if you accept it.”


  It had come out good.


  Even if one were to place it next to a souvenir from a gift shop, it wouldn’t look strange at all.


  “Arara……How cute! I’ll happily accept it……! ”


  She answered with a happy smile, saying she would cherish it.


  Immediately after saying so……Almost as if she remembered something, she continued.


  “If you have some free time, why don’t you visit the madam’s room? When I brought her tea earlier, I heard she was about to finish.”


  I see, that’s great. Like so, Ain decided on the place he was going next.


  “Alright, well then, I’ll be going.”


  “Understood──If there’s something you need, please call for me.”


  And thus, the servant separated from Ain.


  (Well……She’s my mother. But it’s still a bit hard.)


  In the end, when he thought about it, she felt more like a long-separated older sister──Or at least that’s how he felt about her.


  Well, not like it mattered much. So, he decided to take it slowly.


  “Alright, let’s go to Okaa-sama’s room.”


  Walking up eagerly, he headed for her room in high spirits.


  Her room was very close to Ain’s.


  It was just around the corner, in the same cool hallway.


  “──Okaa-sama, are you here? ”


  Knocking on the door, he spoke standing at the door.


  He knew she was inside but still wondered if it was okay for him to enter right away.


  “Welcome. Come on in.”


  Saying so, she showed up, Ain’s mother──A woman named Olivia.


  Directing eyes filled with love to Ain, she urged him to come inside.


  “I heard you were working, are you finished? ”


  “It’s okay. Even if I had work, my time with you is more important, Ain.”


  After spending five years together, he had noticed the bottomless affection she had for him.


  Unconditional acknowledgment of Ain, and also love. It was obvious for him to also love her.


  I want to prove myself to everyone──This idea sprouted from the feeling of wanting to keep the woman named Olivia from feeling sad.


  “……Yes. I love the warm smell after you take a bath.”


  She hugged him, placing her hands on his back.


  This vividly reminded him if how she held him in her arms five years ago.


  Afterward, Ain was led by Olivia and they both sat down on a sofa in the middle of the room.


  “You’re doing your best every day. Fufu……You’re such a good boy.”


  He felt quite embarrassed by being complimented while also being hugged.


  She looked at him with a big smile on her face while next to him.


  “O-Okaa-sama, what kind of work were you doing……!? ”


  Trying to escape from his embarrassment, he tried to change the topic.


  “I was thinking about what to do next……I’ve compiled a report on the work I’ve asked some merchants and adventurers.”


  I see, I don’t get any of it. He tilted his head.


  Ain probably thought this was some work related to those who stood at the top, like nobility.


  “What kind of work did you ask them for? ”


  “To look for something. It’s quite the hard ordeal, and it’s something I can’t do on my own.”


  ──I wonder what sort of thing that is?


  He felt a bit interested but decided not to pry too deep since it was work talk.


  “This work, you see, is something I’ve been doing slowly for some time now since there’s a lot to do.”


  “Huh? ……So Chichiue didn’t help you with it?”


  Simply by interacting with merchants and adventurers should lead to many negotiations.


  (She’s like a talented CEO. As expected of the daughter of the owner of a large company.)


  He believed she was able to complete such work because of her lineage.


  Her appearance while doing a lot of work on her own also looked cool to him.


  These things made Ain strongly aware of how hardworking a woman Olivia was.


  Since she became the first wife of an Earl’s family, it was obvious she was also reasonably competent.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “By the way, was the book I gave you yesterday interesting? ”


  “It truly was! Hmm, especially the part with the huge dragon……! ”


  His words reflected his excitement.


  She looked at him with eyes filled with love, looking at his cutely every move.


 

  


  (Seriously, he’s such a cute kid.)


  Murmuring in her mind, Olivia smiled and went along with him.


  “Monsters grow by eating magic stones. That’s why huge dragons like the one you saw exist, Ain.”


  Monsters grew stronger in a way that was impossible for people.


  Looking at the eyes of the boy by her side, it was obvious he was enjoying Olivia’s talk.


  “I wonder if I could become stronger by eating magic stones……?”


  Hearing Ain’s words, a small smile appeared in Olivia’s face, and the next moment, she spoke gently to comfort him.


  “……It’s alright. I know you’re doing your best, Ain. I’m sure, no, I’m certain you will definitely grow strong, so you don’t have to worry about it.”


  Speaking with a voice full of confidence, Olivia looked straight into Ain’s eyes.


  Ain glanced back, feeling attracted to those powerful and beautiful eyes.


  “A, haha……I-Isn’t that a bit too much?”


  Olivia immediately shook his head and smiled while answering


  .


  “Not at all. That isn’t too much. Because, for me, you’re more important than anyone else.”


  However, it wasn’t too good to focus on that subject. So, Olivia ended there by saying those words.


  No matter how Ain was, she would love him. It was a beautiful expression filled with such desire.


  “You can become strong enough to even win against your father, Ain.”


  She reached out and patted Ain’s head.


  “Uhmm, that is……I wonder? ”


  “Fufu……You’re such a cute and hardworking boy Ain, I know that better than anyone else.”


  Why do you say that? When he looked at her with that question in his eyes, she continued.


  “I know you’re doing your best training by yourself, and that you study a lot of books. That’s why I know there isn’t such a good child as you anywhere else.”


  Was that an overstatement?


  His embarrassment already passed and he now had started to believe in those words.


  “──And for such a wonderful child, I have one gift for you.”


  Suddenly saying so, she stood up and walked to her desk.


  She then picked up a card that could fit in the palm of a hand and returned to Ain’s side.


  Holding out the card, she placed it in Ain’s hands.


  “You were looking forward to this, didn’t you? In truth, it just arrived.”


  When she said so, Ain looked at the card and noticed what it was.


  “──Okaa-sama, this is! ”


  Raising his voice, he turned to Olivia with a surprised expression.


  Olivia nodded in satisfaction to his happy and joyful voice.


  “Now, since it now arrived, why don’t we look at it.”


  Urged Olivia.


  In response, Ain looked at the words on the card with eager eyes.


  
    Ain Roundhart


    【Job】　Roundhart family eldest son


    【Stamina】　55


    【Magic】　41


    【Attack】　22


    【Defense】　21


    【Agility】　25


    【Skills】　Toxin DecompositionＥＸ／Gift of Training

  


  In this world, you used special magic tools to appraise skills and stats.


  However, when you were born, only the skill you were born with was known, so when growing up you’d need to have a card made.


  “This is a status card, right……!? ”


  “Fufu, it was worth it for me to hurry with this. I’m glad you’re happy.”


  Olivia gently patted Ain’s head. To which Ain smiled back with a shy expression.


  “Thank you very much! H-Huh? By the way, how much are these numbers……?”


  How much were these compared to someone his age? ……Wondering about this question, Olivia answered.


  “If you’re speaking about someone your age, then……about 10 would be the average, Ain.”


  He was surprised at the unexpectedly low average number, but that was fine.


  “You’ve worked hard Ain, that’s why you’ve grown stronger.”


  Being praised by Olivia, everything seemed to be okay.


  It may be one of the perks of being reincarnated, but it was also true that he was making an effort.


  “Huh? What’s this……Gift of Training?”


  While he was celebrating inside, he noticed those strange words.


  “That’s proof that you’ve worked hard, Ain. God has acknowledged it too.”


  “──Hee? ”


  “It’s a skill that makes your body stronger, more resistant to illness and pain, and harder to become tired.”


  It was hard to notice; however, Ain was still five years old. He showed a flat expression.


  “……You’ve worked hard all on your own, me too, so I know it well, okay? ”


  She expressed, with a tinge of sadness in her voice.


  Not for years and years. However, Ain properly continued his training.


  Maybe God gave me preferential treatment──Ain thought to himself.


  (That’s why, for you Ain, I will……)


  Olivia, on the other hand, steeled her determination in her mind and then shook her head to change her expression completely.


  She didn’t want to show him a face with negative emotions.


  “You’ve been working hard Ain, that’s why I can also do my best. So, let’s do our best together, okay? ”


  “……Yes! ”


  Immediately after that──Knock, knock.


  When Olivia answered the knocking on the door, it was the same servant that just gave a cookie to Ain.


  “Excuse me. I got a message from Madam Roundhart.”


  She somehow had a complicated face when she said there was a message.


  “A message from mother in law? ”


  What would she need at this time? She looked at the servant with that question in her eyes.


  “……A moment ago, a merchant came to the mansion and I want you to select the tea……She said.”


  “Haa……I see, so she wants not the servants but me to do it?”


  Shock. She was shocked from the bottom of her heart.


  “Indeed……because rather than the servants, you’re a connoisseur……This was her reason.”


  “Okaa-sama, this is my fault, right? ……I’m sorry.”


  His grandmother always said that he was a failure as the eldest son and he didn’t deserve to be in their house, so she was extremely cold to Ain.


  And perhaps as an influence, this was a glimpse of the insidious attitude she now had towards Olivia.


  “──This is perfect. I actually wanted to go out with Ain. So, why don’t we go chose Mother-in-law’s tea before that?”


  Olivia couldn’t stand seeing Ain’s heartbreaking face.


  “Will you come with me? My lovely knight.”


  Speaking these words with a smile, it was obvious she was concerned about Ain.


  However, it was easy to see from her face that she was really looking forward to going out with Ain.


  “Of course! Let me go with you! ”


  “Fufu……Then, let’s go to the drawing-room first and look at the tea.”


  Olivia and Ain stood up from the sofa while the servant was looking at them with an expression of feeling sorry for bothering them.


  After passing in front of the servant who kept her head bowed, Olivia told her “Don’t worry”, and left.


  Going out into the hallway, one could see the wide and grand structure that was typical in an Earl’s house.


  While holding hands, the pair walked down the hallway and then down the stairs.


  “Shall we hurry and choose? If not, my time going out with you will be shorter.”


  “All she asked you was to choose tea……So I think it’s alright.”


  Before long, the pair arrived at the drawing-room, a place used for when merchants came.


  Following Olivia’s knocking on the door, Ain too entered the drawing-room.


  “I’ve been waiting for you. These are the items I bring this time……L-Lady Roundhart……!? ”


  Inside was only one merchant, a well-dressed, wide-bodied, bearded man.


  When he noticed Olivia, he immediately stood up and bowed.


  “I came to choose Mother in law’s tea. Can I have a look at what you have?”


  “Y……YES! I’ll show you right away! ”


  Despite the panic, he was careful enough no to lose his composure as he opened the bags.


  From inside came out several bottles with tea.


  Being pulled by Olivia’s hand, Ain and her sat in front of the merchant.


  “Good……This……This is.”


  After sitting down, the items spreading out on the desk caught Ain’s eye.


  Especially a fist-sized, slightly yellowish crystal.


  “This is a magic stone…… right? ”


  “It’s exactly as you say. It’s a cheap item used for magic tools, so it’s okay if you pick it up.”


  The merchant spoke in a voice that suppressed his business nature, then Ain picked up the magic stone.


  For some reason, there was a sweet smell coming from the magic stone.


  “An expensive magic stone contains magic power that will adversely affect the human body, but this is a cheap magic stone of about 500g, so there’s no problem even if you hold it in your hand.”


  Heeー…… Convinced by his words, Ain held up the magic stone against the light.


  It was translucent and sparkling like a jewel.


  Next to him, Olivia was checking the tea, so Ain decided to ask about magic stones in the meantime.


  “How many magic stones do you need in a month to boil water? ”


  “If it’s a commoner’s family, I think 3,000g would be enough.”


  I see, so like a gas bill, he thought. It surprised him that it was cheaper than he expected.


  “Are you interested in magic stones? If it’s alright with you, I’ll give you one.”


  Perhaps because of its low value, the merchant was generous.


  He thought he should refrain, but in the end, he decided to accept it.


  “A high-class magic stone can also be used as an ornament. Since they can be used for ceremonies and magic, they can become national treasures.”


  Ohh……Ain answered to Olivia’s words, whom until now was silent.


  “──Well then, this time I think we’ll get these three.”


  Afterward, after having checked the tea and chosen the products, Olivia pointed to some bottles.


  “Understood. Then, I’ll pass them on to the servants.”


  Upon hearing that reply, Olivia stood up.


  Her footsteps felt light, probably because she now could go out with Ain.


  “Ain, then shall we go?”


  “Ahh, yes……Coming! ”


  Ain answered, then picked up the magic stone which drifted a sweet smell, and bowed to the merchant.


  The merchant also kept his head bowed until after he could no longer see Olivia and Ain.


  “I’m looking forward to our outing, Ain.”


  “Me too, Okaa-sama.”


  Putting their sincere enjoyment into words, the two left the drawing-room.


  At that time, Ain tried to put the magic stone he received in his pocket.


  “……Nevertheless, this magic stone has a sweet scent.”


  It was almost like honey from bees, but richer.


  And then, he took it from the tip of his nose to his mouth and licked it.


  “Ehh……Sweet! ”


  He felt surprised by the deep sweetness in his mouth, almost as if honey and sugar were carefully boiled.


  “Yeah? What’s wrong Ain? ”


  Noticing Ain’s voice, Olivia looked back in wonder.


  Ain, not wanting to be seen doing something dirty like licking a stone, answered with a smile.


  “N-No, it’s nothing! Nothing at all! ”


  When he noticed, the magic stone had lost its color.


  Ain wondered why but decided to put it in his pocket to hide it.


  “Fufu……you’re weird sometimes. Now, let’s go outside.”


  “Y-Yes! Coming! ”


  And thus, he enjoyed going out with Olivia on that day.


  And it goes without saying that today was a very enjoyable and precious time for both of them.
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  Chapter 2 - Houseless and Concealed Lineage


  A few months after he licked that magic stone, Ain continued his daily efforts.


  I can’t allow Olivia to be looked down upon──With these feelings strongly in his mind, he was trying to achieve something.


  Today, despite Ain having swung the sword since morning, he had a wry smile.


  “──No, it is weird after all.”


  The wooden sword broke. Well, he had gotten used to it by now since it had happened many times, but this time was a bit different.


  “Can iron armor be cut with a wooden sword? I see, so it’s this sort of world──Like hell it is.”


  In front of him was a wooden humanoid figure wearing iron armor, who acted as his enemy.


  This might useless, to be honest, but it felt refreshing for him to have something in front instead of just swinging his sword at nothing.


  However, this armor had just been torn apart by Ain’s wooden sword.


  The wooden sword had shattered at the same time, but that didn’t matter.


  “……Uhmm, well. Could it be……metal fatigue or something? ”


  He wanted to blame that, but he didn’t know the principles behind that.


  Wondering if it had deteriorated while rubbing his temple, he decided to ignore it and walked away.


  Before he noticed, he had been moving his body more than he expected so he felt a bit restless.


  “Ohh……If I don’t get ready soon, I will be late.”


  If he didn’t take a bath soon, he might run late.


  A party was being held today in the Royal Capital.


  It was an event where the children of nobility were presented, and Ain had been looking forward to what sort of party this would be for a few days now.


  So, with lighter footsteps than usual, he returned to the mansion.


  ──After Ain left, almost passing by each other, a servant went to clean the training grounds.


  “……Huh? This armor was…… there are traces of it being slashed by something……”


  Metal fatigue? Deterioration?


  The servant confirmed that the sharp cut was not due to any of these things.


  And, while wondering why such a thing had happened, he discarded it alongside the broken wooden sword.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  Several hours after Ain’s training ended, the Roundhart family was headed for the Royal Capital inside two carriages.


  The front one carried Logas and the second wife, Camila. And, together with Grint, the number of occupants numbered three.


  Ain and Olivia were both riding the carriage on the back.


  Inside the carriage, Ain placed the book he was reading on his lap.


  Sitting next to him, Olivia’s expression seemed very somber.


  (Can’t be helped. After all, it was decided than Grint would be the next head of the family……)


  With only Olivia objecting that matter, the decision was quickly settled upon.


  At that time, she held a strong resentment against them, who showed an attitude of not caring about the eldest son.


  However, as a result of this disappointment, disgust, and grief──All of these frustrating emotions caused her to place more effort into the work she had asked the adventurers and merchants to do.


  And also, she spent all her free time together with Ain.


  (As for me……That was a bit painful, I can’t lie.)


  Olivia praised him and acknowledged his efforts. This alone was enough to make him happy.


  He couldn’t help becoming closer to Olivia, who thoroughly acknowledge him and loved him unconditionally.


  (I would hate being scorned even by Okaa-sama. I somehow have to make father and the others accept me.)


  Feeling a strong motivation in his heart, he decided to make an even greater effort in the future.


  ──By the way, looking out of the carriage’s window, not only the scenery but also the walking people were a new sigh to him.


  They were called adventurers, and to Ain, they seemed to enjoy quite the freedom.


  “Could I also go to many places like them?”


  Those were words that would usually have nothing to do with the eldest son of a noble, but since it was decided that the little brother would succeed the house, he could speak like that.


  “I’m sure, if it’s you Ain, you could travel a lot.”


  He couldn’t believe she agreed. Yet he felt a bit of unrest by Olivia’s words.


  “But, fighting against monsters is dangerous. That’s what I’m worried about.”


  It appeared that fighting against monsters gave the best rewards, but Ain felt that might prove difficult for him.


  (With that being the case, I’d like to instead look for some precious stone for Okaa-sama……)


  Rather than focusing on battle, he wanted to look for some adventure.


  While thinking so, Ain touched the back cover of the book he was reading a while ago.


  “──By the way, what book are you reading? ”


  “Ahh, this? ……It’s just a book of ordinary stories that I found in the library.”


  He loved to read stories about heroes, but he read a wide range of stories, even romance ones often portrayed as fairy tales.


  The book he was reading right now was like that, about a Princess who fell in love with the Prince from another country.


  The slightly pretentious lines from the prince were surprisingly interesting to read.


  “Right now, I’m at the buildup scene where the two of them meet each other in the flower garden. Saying, 『Princess, would you please accept this ring? 』……he gave her a ring.”


  A scene full of indescribable romance, at the moment where the distance between the two closes down.


  Even while using some common lines, the Prince in the story was amazing……He even felt a bit of admiration.


  “From what I can see, you’re much better than that Prince, Ain.”


  ……And you’re better than the Princess in the story, Okaa-sama. He wanted to answer with that.


  However, his shyness prevailed.


  “……I’ll do my best.”


  He knew those words were even more embarrassing than the ones he answered with.


  Olivia looked at Ain’s profile while squinting her eyes in joy.


  And, like this, the two enjoyed their journey to the Royal Capital.


  In the front carriage, Ain’s younger brother, Grint opened his mouth to speak while frowning.


  “Chichiue? Are we there yet……? ”


  Similar to Ain, he had inherited his mother’s gorgeous blonde hair, and the bold bearing from Logas.


  He had those types of looks, yet he showed a disgruntled face that matched his age quite well.


  He had gotten tired of the long carriage ride and raised his complaints with a bored-looking expression.


  “Grint. There are about two hours left, so be a little more patient.”


  With an expression of saying it can’t be helped, Logas talked to Grint.


  “It would be embarrassing if you can’t put up with this, Grint, even though the one in the back is quiet, right? ”


  Camila then spoke about Ain as if to stir Grint up.


  The inferior one── When compared to his older brother, Grint’s expression became excited.


  “Hm──!?  Ah, I would hate to lose against Aniue! ”


  For him, Ain, whose natural skill was quite plain, wasn’t even worth comparing to.


  To this exchange, Logas smiled bitterly, and Camila smiled with joy.


  “By the way, Grint. You got a letter before we left, right? ”


  “Yes! Actually, my status card arrived! ”


  There was no way his mother, Camila, didn’t know the contents. She only spoke up in order to stir up Grint.


  “Wow, that’s amazing! Then, can you show it to me and your father? ”


  In response to Camila’s question, Grint took the status card out of his bosom pocket.
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  “Incredible! Your stats are even higher than the twelve years old who are already considered adults! As expected of a Holy Knight! ”


  After this, Logas joined Camila in hugging Grint.


  “Ah……Ahhh──Chichiue!? ”


  Seeing Logas high praise, Grint’s body quivered in joy.


  “Eventually, the Holy Knight will end up not only as just a skill but as a job. And, if you keep improving, you’ll be able to reach an even higher rank as Holy Knight.”


  Logas’s words caused Grint to look up at him with shining eyes.


  “That job is called Heaven Knight──”


  Excelling in magic, as strong and sturdy as a castle, and causing devastation with the swing of their sword……A knight among knights, according to Logas.


  Grint nodded with shining eyes as he heard, saying “I will definitely become one!”. This with a motivated voice, to both of his parents.


  Eventually, Camila smiles softly in a good mood, as if she had won.


  The reason being, she had ridiculed Ain, and besides, she had pushed her son to become the next head of the family instead of the eldest son and had made Logas pay attention only to Grint.


  “That’s right, Grint! And I’m sure the girl who will become your bride will be happy too. ”


  “……I wonder if I’ll be alright? Hmm, I’m getting nervous……”


  “Don’t worry. If you’re not good enough, Grint, then all the other boys in Heim are simply useless. I’m sure that young lady will fall in love with you.”


  Encouraged by Logas’ words, Grint clenched his hand tightly.


  “By the way, Logas-sama. It’s about Shanon-sama, the one to become engaged to Grint……”


  “Do you want to ask what kind of young lady is she? ”


  Camila nodded at his words.


  After that, Logas continued speaking.


  “She’s the only daughter of Marquis Bruno──She’s six years old this year, two years older than Grint. However, she’s a very smart young lady who has already earned a reputation for her talents.”


  “That is marvelous. I’m glad you’re getting engaged to such a nice lady, Grint.”


  The girl they were talking about, Shanon, was to be married to Grint.


  Grint was still four years old──Would be five in a few days, still, he was one of the youngest nobles to become engaged.


  Camila didn’t know the details of the engagement since the talks about it were being conducted by Logas.


  But she didn’t say much about it and just left it to him.


  “In today’s presentation, I’ll make the announcement of you being the next head of the family. We will also announce your engagement with miss Shanon. Grint. Aren’t you proud? ”


  Encouraged by Logas, Grint raised his face to answer.


  “Yes! Chichiue! ”


  “Logas-sama. You didn’t forget to tell those two about the face to face meeting before the party? ”


  The original lead was Ain. However, that had now become unimportant, and Grint had now taken the leading role.


  Camila smiled inwardly at the fact that she had obtained a marriage to the upper nobility for Grint before the eldest son.


  ……Well then, just a little more to the Royal Capital.


  While Camila was excited by her high expectations, Logas steeled himself.


  Grint, on the other hand, held his hands tightly while thinking about the first meeting he will have with his marriage candidate.


  And so, while immersed in this little tension, his eyes shone as he looked at the scenery from the window.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  Dusk. The Roundhart family had arrived at the mansion, at the venue for today’s party.


  Getting off the carriage, Ain was amazed after seeing the mansion and its vast grounds.


  (……What an amazing garden.)


  After passing through the gate, Ain’s eyes were caught by the many flowers and carefully arranged trees.


  It was a beautiful, yet solemn garden in which the high skills of the gardener could be easily seen.


  “It sure is big.”


  “Fufu……This is Heim’s only High Nobility mansion.”


  Immediately after, Logas approached with relaxed steps the talking pair.


  “Olivia, Ain. We have to go to a face to face greeting before today’s party.”


  Hearing those words, Olivia and Ain shot a puzzled look at Logas.


  “Danna-sama? What do you mean with face to face? ”


  “A meeting with lady Shanon’s family, the girl engaged to Grint.”


  “……I know about the engagement, but this is the first time I heard something about this meeting. ”


  Hearing this exchange, Ain’s face stiffened.


  He knew he was being treated coldly, and even knew that Olivia was also being treated the same. But-


  (He should tell her something this important…… Well, maybe it was intentionally hidden.)


  “Huh? I believe I asked Camila to tell you about it……Well, I suppose she missed her chance to tell you.”


  Don’t ignore this so easily. He wanted to rebut with those words.


  However, just like Olivia next to him, he desperately endured it.


  Olivia seemed to have been thinking the same, judging by the cold expression she looked at Logas with.


  “Haa……Let’s say she missed her chance. Well then, do you want Ain and I to go with you to say our greetings? ”


  “Umu. It would be rude if my first wife and eldest son don’t come and greet them.”


  “……Yeah. I suppose it would.”


  It should’ve been obvious that Olivia wasn’t in a good mood.


  As unusual as it was for her, her answer to Logas was a bit sarcastic.


  “Marquis Bruno is waiting for us.”


  Saying that, Logas turned his eyes in a certain direction.


  A middle-aged man stood there with a little girl near him, and behind by two steps, a well-dressed woman in the prime of her life accompanied them while smiling.


  “──Understood. Then, Ain and I will go greet them too.”


  “After you’re done greeting them, go wait in the hall of the mansion. I don’t want their daughter to feel nervous.”


  Rather, was there any point in Ain and Olivia going to greet them?


  After all, he was told to leave immediately afterward. This piled up sadness and resentment in Ain’s heart.


  “Go ahead. We’re right behind you.”


  Olivia, who was at loss for words, managed to answer Logas.


  Logas, on the other hand, feeling a bit sorry for all this, uncomfortably crossed his arms.


  However, he immediately opened his mouth, calling for Camila and Grint.


  “Camila, Grint. Come here.”


  Answering to Logas’ call, the pair immediately approached.


  Camila wore a somewhat triumphant expression, while Grint looked nervous and restless because of the face to face meeting with his marriage partner.


  And finally, after straightening his collar, Logas walked in front of his family with dignified steps.


  “Ain. Please endure it for a moment, okay? ”


  “……It doesn’t bother me, it’s alright.”


  With those words, Olivia showed his worry for Ain, but Ain, on the other hand, wanted Olivia to worry about herself.


  “Be sure not to be rude. Ain, Grint.”


  “Yes! As your child, I will be sure not to do anything embarrassing, Chichiue! ”


  Grint cheerfully answered Logas comment.


  It was quite the grown-up answer for a four-year-old boy.


  “Marquis Bruno. I’m sorry to keep you waiting.”


  “Ohh! If it isn’t Earl Roundhart! Not at all, I appreciate the trouble you went to come all the way here! ”


  Marquis Bruno had carefully trimmed red hair and beard and was also dressed in high-quality clothes.


  After answering with a strong voice to the approaching Logas, he offered a firm handshake.


  “It might be rather sudden, but let me introduce you. These are my two wives──”


  “──It’s been a while. Marquis Bruno.”


  Olivia was the first to greet the Marquis.


  She picked up the hem of her dress and bowed her head so beautifully that one would mistake that scene for an artwork.


  “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. I’m the second wife, Camila. I’d love to express my sincere gratitude for your kindness towards my Grint.”


  Camila then opened her mouth, trying to speak more than Olivia.


  (Yeah, yeah. I might’ve lost in talent as a son, but my mother overwhelmingly wins in beauty.)


  Although he felt a bit miserable, in his heart he proudly laughed.


  “Next is my eldest son, Ain. And this is my second son, Grint.”


  Logas reached out and pushed both their backs.


  The two of them briefly greeted him with a “Nice to meet you”, and bowed down their heads.


  “I appreciate your kind words. I’m Aide Bruno. My mansion is in the Royal Capital, and I have been appointed to the position of Minister of Justice──A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


  Minister of Justice? Amazing. After hearing the title of the Marquis, Ain revealed a surprised face.


  And then, the woman who was a step behind moved forward.


  “I’m his wife, Naqoura. I’ve been looking forward to the day I would meet you.”


  “……And lastly, this is Shanon, our only daughter. Come, say hello.”


  The guest of honor in this meeting, the daughter of Marquis Bruno……Shanon took a step forward.


  “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. I’m Shanon Bruno.”


  The daughter of the Marquis, Shanon, bowed her head, wearing a cute dress.


  Her slanted eyes and glossy and beautiful red hair coming down her shoulders made for a mesmerizing scene.


  However, even though this was their first meeting, her smile felt somewhat cold.


  (……I think she’s cute, but what’s this feeling?)


  It was a hard to express feeling. But it was as if her smile didn’t come from the heart.


  Seeing her face, no matter how he looked at her, she looked like a normal girl……


  “──Fufu.”


  She then smiled at Ain.


  It goes without saying than this caused Grint to get annoyed, however, Ain just returned an amiable smile.


  “The future Heaven Knight of Heim, who is praised by the great Chief Commander Logas, Grint-sama. It’s my pleasure to meet you both.”


  Her words, without a tinge of sarcasm, were well received by both Grint and Logas.


  After those words were spoken, Olivia opened her mouth and spoke softly.


  “Danna-sama. Ain and I will go take our seats, so please take your time.”


  Afterward, Olivia placed her hand on Ain’s back.


  Ain was also quite motivated to leave this place soon and nodded obediently to those words.


  “Looks like you’re doing this for Shanon’s sake……”


  “Not at all──Now, if you’ll excuse us, Ain and I will take out leave.”


  For the Marquis, Olivia’s words sounded like spoken for the sake of politeness as she smiled and turned around.


  “……Thank you kindly for this meeting. Olivia-sama, Ain-sama.”


  Shanon spoke gracefully as they left, but Ain could only return a bitter smile.


  “──…… Haaaa.”


  After a little distance was placed between them, Olivia placed a hand on her forehead.


  “Seriously……Everything is just about Grint……”


  “It’s okay. I’m just happy to be with you, Okaa-sama.”


  Rather, I wonder if you could just get divorced? In his mind, Ain had those indiscrete thoughts.


  “……If you’re with me, Ain, that’s all I need.”


  When he saw her with that smile like a goddess, he thought


  that if he could stay with her, all those negative words he had heard could be easily ignored.


  “In any case, Shanon-sama’s Blessing seems to be quite compatible with the Holy Knight skill.”


  It was speculated that this was the reason why they wanted to tie her down with Grint in that engagement.


  However, strangely enough, Ain didn’t physically like the girl called Shanon.


  Hee…… Showing a little interest in his comment, Olivia asked a strange question.


  “Ain? Even though your little brother just got engaged……You don’t seem to be very interested in it.”


  “Yes. How to explain it, well, it’s not like I feel envious or anything.”


  The strange feeling was difficult to put into words, so the answer was vague.


  “I guess you’re right. ……What kind of girl do you like? ”


  “Someone that’s like you, Okaa-sama.”


  Rather, I just need Okaa-sama. Is what he wanted to answer.


  Trying to hide his embarrassment, he walked ahead so that she couldn’t see his face.


  “Oh my. If this wasn’t the mansion of another person, I would hug you right here and now……”


  “……Please save it for later.”


  I’ll be sure to remember. I’ll hug you later.


  Feeling vexed, Olivia had that strong determination in her mind as she enjoyed her walk while humming.


  “Ahh, that reminds me──”


  Olivia smiled as she clapped her hands once.


  “The job I told you about has been completed. I will tell you about it next time, Ain.”


  “Job? ……Ahh! The one you employed adventurers and merchants in?”


  “Yeah, that one. Next time we can relax I’ll tell you what kind of work it was.”


  This incident was something that once cast a dark shadow over her heart, but now it was a story of the past.


  As the two happily walked together, they set foot inside the Archduke’s mansion.


  After that, they waited for Logas to come while enjoying the gorgeous sight of its interior.


  


  

  ──Some time passed since they parted with Logas, and the sky slowly darkened.


  Before long, a deep indigo curtain covered the sky and a cool and calm night breeze wrapped around Ain and Olivia, however, the atmosphere was not calm at all.


  “Then, you’re willing to admit this was a fault on your part? ”


  Olivia, with a cold expression, spoke to the attendant standing at the reception desk of the venue.


  “We’re extremely sorry……! The person who sent the invitation will be punished later……”


  He immediately apologized while bowing deeply to Olivia, repeating the same thing.


  “I don’t care about that. It’s annoying just standing here, so, can Ain just come inside already? ”


  The reason she was angry was that Ain was not allowed to join the party.


  (I didn’t expect something like this to happen……)


  The organizer, the Archduke, had made the condition that the number of children that would be allowed per house would be one.


  The reason for this, because at the last party, when he presented his granddaughter, all the children present had been noisy.


  (This made the Archduke angry, but we somehow didn’t get the message……Or something like that.)


  However, this should’ve been something for Grint to put up with.


  But Logas and the others had entered the venue before they knew it, and it was already too late to go back.


  (I wonder if this person will also be punished?)


  Most likely this was Camila’s doing, but then, the sigh of the troubled man in front of them came to his mind.


  Not only his gaze was restless, but also his gestures and complexion.


  Despite this not being his blunder, as a servant of the Archduke, he could be punished for this.


  “Please allow me to once again apologize……!  I w-would like to help you somehow, but……”


  But even with that said, no solution had been found yet.


  The nervousness of the attendant at the desk increased, and cold sweat appeared on his forehead.


  “P-Please wait a little longer……!  If there’s anything else I can do for you two in the meantime──”


  He blinked restlessly while trying to gain some time amidst his dismay.


  At that time, when Ain felt sorry for this man──He noticed something.


  (Oh, come to think of it……This is an amazing garden.)


  From the hall, which doubled as the reception desk, one could see the magnificent courtyard beginning to be illuminated as night fell.


  It was fantastic, and it could be easily described as having the greatest atmosphere.


  “Please excuse me but, I’d like you to ask the Archduke something. The courtyard is so splendid it picked my interest. Can you ask if we’re allowed to take a walk? Just while the party is going on is fine. ”


  Hearing those words, the attendant was taken aback.


  Then, after a few seconds of silence, the man looked bright and cheerful.


  “I a-appreciate your suggestion……!  Then, allow me to quickly go and ask──! ”


  The man sent a grateful glance to Ain for the suggestion that will hurt nobody and will help the Archduke’s house to save face.


  “A-Ain……”


  She quickly understood his aim, and send Ain a calm look.


  (With this, I guess that attendant will feel relieved, I guess……?)


  The wife of an Earl was complaining.


  Most likely, this had caused the servant some anxiety.


  Muttering that in his mind, Ain then turned his gaze towards the garden.


  “──The garden of the Archduke’s residence is truly beautiful, right Okaa-sama?”


  What he remembered just now, were the contents of the book he was reading earlier in the carriage.


  That impressive scene, the encounter between the Prince and Princess in the flower garden──In other words, for him, Olivia looked like a Princess.


  “There are so many flowers, as beautiful as you, blooming. By all means, would you spend this night strolling the garden together? ”


  He wondered if he had been too pretentious. However, it didn’t matter now.


  For Olivia, who had her eyes tinged in a pale red and a small drop trailing down, Ain was like the Prince of the story.


  She immediately smiled and gave Ain a gentle hug.


  Afterward, ten minutes later.


  The attendant who ran off a while ago returned while being out of breath.


  “Th……The Archduke replied that he gives his approval……! ”


  It seemed Ain would be able to relax and leave this place.


  However, the servant continued.


  “However, he gave the condition that one person should serve as your guide……”


  “A guide?”


  So long as that person doesn’t interfere with my time with Olivia, it’s okay. While thinking so, he wondered about the person to be their guide.


  Not long after, a girl walked out of the venue.


  “──Nice to meet you. Would you happen to be the Roundhart’s eldest son? ”


  Hmm, who’s she? He kept blinking after seeing that girl.


  “Yes? I am, and you are? ”


  Olivia seemed to know who she was, yet she didn’t open her mouth.


  Ain, on the other hand, looked at her with suspicious eyes.


  While wondering who was this girl who suddenly came and what would she want, he felt this was a light approach.


  The girl, on the other side, felt a little puzzled by the gaze directed at her by Ain.


  “……I’m Krone. I’m the granddaughter of the current head of House Augusto, Graf Augusto.”


  It became obvious that the reason why Olivia didn’t speak first was that this girl was a higher ranking noble.


  She had beautiful light blue hair, like a mixture of white silver and sapphire.


  She appeared to be two or three years older than Ain and was a bit taller than him.


  If one was asked about her future potential, they would say she would become as beautiful as Olivia──Such was her cuteness.


  When Ain met her, he was overwhelmed by a certain emotion.


  (……I wonder what this is? I can’t tell for sure, but somehow……I feel she has a good heart.)


  Just by standing next to her, for some reason he felt comfortable.


  Furthermore, he felt it was natural to stand next to her……He thought so, she was someone who made him feel assured.


  Ain felt deeply puzzled not only by her good looks but also by the feelings she gave off, which were the exact opposite of the feeling Shanon gave off.


  “My name is Ain Roundhart. Excuse my rudeness, but, is there something I can do for you……? ”


  But even with that said, he held some doubts. What would someone from the Archduke’s house want from him?


  While not leaving Olivia’s side, Ain gazed at Krone who stood in front of him.


  Then, slowly, she looked back at Ain.


  “I see……You sure aren’t like the other kids.”


  “W-What? What do you mean with that……? ”


  He wondered what she felt from their current exchange. So, he asked again.


  “……It’s nothing. It’s just that, when I’m at a party, I only get approached by annoying people.”


  In short, Ain felt she might’ve become interested just by the way he questioned her.


  “Ohh……So it’s because I didn’t try to get close to you, Krone-sama, I see.”


  He laughed lightly to himself while thinking “What is this girl saying?”.


  He wanted to retort that not just because she’s cute, he will suddenly try to approach her.


  That was simply too shallow and something Ain didn’t feel like doing, and he was convinced he wouldn’t do it.


  (She sure is cute and beautiful……But I’m already used to that by watching Okaa-sama.)


  Then finally, while thinking so, a small laugh escaped his lips.


  “Yo-……You don’t have to laugh about it, you know ……? I was at the party until just a while ago, so I was somewhat puzzled by this complete change……! ”


  “No──Not at all, I wasn’t laughing at you, Krone-sama, it’s just……”


  If anything, he sympathized with her, thinking it must’ve been hard for her to be at that party.


  (Ignoring she’s a girl beyond their reach, seems like that, right?)


  Even if he wanted to talk his way out, he couldn’t find the proper words to do it.


  Still, sensing Ain wasn’t trying to make fun of her, Krone leaked a sigh.


  “……I understand. You are different from the others……Let’s leave it at that.”


  “Ah, hahaha……I’m sorry, thank you.”


  And so, with circumstances not allowing her to be sloppy, she cleared her throat and corrected her posture.


  “Well then, I will be accompanying the two of you. Come──Let me show you our proud garden.”


  That’s right, come to think of it, that attendant said one person would serve as our guide.


  When Ain remembered this, she was already walking gracefully in front of them.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  The gardener must’ve been incredibly skilled, to harmonize all these different kinds of flowers almost as if it were art.


  Lights leaked from the mansion, illuminating the beautifully decorated courtyard.


  (It’s fantastic……Wait, I guess putting it in just that word might be rude.)


  The courtyard of the Archduke’s residence was simply spectacular, and it was even better than the garden that could be seen outside.


  And right now, Ain was walking in such a garden with two women.


  “──Can it be that you’re the one to show us around, Lady Krone? I’m sure Ain is happy.”


  “Please don’t be so formal with me. As for me, I’m worried that my garden will be overshadowed by someone as beautiful as you, Olivia-sama.”


  (……Ohh, so she’s a fan of Okaa-sama?)


  In his mind, the two of them were fine, but that was another story.


  With Olivia being complimented, he was now in a better mood, and he looked at the flowerbeds while humming.


  “……You really can’t trust the rumors after all.”


  Krone muttered. Next to her, Olivia opened her mouth with a bitter expression.


  “About Ain……Right? ”


  “Indeed. It somehow reached my ears………I’m very sorry.”


  At that moment, noticing the conversation between the two, Ain turned around.


  “Rumors?……What do you mean? ”


  Seeing Ain looking at them with a puzzled face, both Olivia and Krone smiled broadly.


  “The person in question is the only one who doesn’t seem to know, right? It’s nothing. It’s just, I was thinking you were truly a gentleman.”


  “Oh, okay……is that so? Well, thank you.”


  Ain blushed and looked down because of the sudden compliment.


  Afterward, Olivia looked at the flowers alongside Ain, meanwhile, Krone looked at them a few steps behind.


  “Look, Ain. That flower is beautiful.”


  “……Ahh, true. Can I get closer to it? ”


  “Yeah. Just be careful. Also, you should never touch it.”


  Wondering if it was a flower that picked Olivia’s interest, Ain moved closed while pulling her hand.


  “──Isn’t he the exact opposite of what I’ve been hearing?”


  Standing at a distance where her voice couldn’t reach the pair, Krone softly muttered to herself.


  “Doesn’t know manners, has a lazy personality……was it?”


  Krone sighed while thinking of the circumstances.


  What she had on her mind right now were the rumors she heard about Ain.


  But, when she met Ain, she realized that those rumors were simply malicious lies.


  “Compared to the other children who came to the party today, he’s polite and caring. Also, his appearance next to the gorgeous Olivia-sama is quite eye-catching.”


  No matter where she looked at, Ain was the exact opposite of the rumors, and he had shown her an impressive caring side.


  “……Such a wonderful considerate side. I think it’s hard to even think of a man who could do that.”


  Before Olivia was humiliated, Ain had bowed his head for her sake.


  At that time, it was admirable how he had phrased it, that he found something as beautiful as Olivia.


  Remembering that, she even longed for someone to say such a honeyed phrase to her.


  “Truly beautiful, Krone-sama.”


  Immediately after, while being immersed in her thoughts, Ain spoke to Krone.


  “Eh? Ahh…… That’s the pride of our family’s courtyard. I’m glad you like it.”


  “I even thought it was shining because of magic or something……”


  Krone then walked closer to Ain and Olivia.


  At the end of their line of sight was a glowing rose gleaming in blue.


  “Not at all. This is called a Bluefire Rose, and they emit their own light.”


  The blue, shimmering light certainly shone like a flame.


  “Water, soil, climate. The conditions for its flowering are very severe, making it quite difficult to grow. It needs a lot of fertilizer, and after it blooms, it absorbs the magic from the surroundings, causing it to glow in blue.”


  Ain, feeling curious about it, happily listened to her explanation. But-


  “Fufu……But you see, this rose──It has a very dangerous poison in it.”


  Ain immediately turned pale and pulled himself back.


  “You are, not kidding……Is it true? ”


  “Yeah. The poison contained in one rose is powerful enough to kill a thousand people.”


  Even though she’s talking about a poison, she’s speaking proudly about it, or so Ain thought.


  Why would they plant such a dangerous thing is this place……He thought to himself.


  “We don’t usually worry about it since only the royal family comes to this place.”


  “I…… I see.”


  I guess they don’t worry about it since so few people come.


  And, having a guide like Krone, there should be no need to concern themselves about such a thing.


  “Furthermore, it’s usually covered with glass. But today was special.”


  “……You mean, it’s okay despite it having poison.”


  “Yes, it’s as you say.”


  Saying so, she laughed with a lovely smile.


  “──Ojou-sama. The seats are ready.”


  It happened when they were about to move to see the next flowers.


  An elderly waiter came and spoke to Krone.


  “Thank you. ──If it’s alright with the two of you, why don’t you join me at a small party? ”


  “Yes? Party……is it? ”


  Seeing Ain ask in wonder, Krone continued.


  “We prepared a meal and some tea in the salon in the courtyard, by all means, join me. ”


  Thinking about it, perhaps because of the continuous walking, Ain felt his throat a bit dry.


  And it might also be a time when the two women with him started to feel some tiredness.


  “The party inside is somewhat boring. So, let’s have our own party──”


  Hearing those words, Ain and Olivia smiled happily.


  She surely cared about the two of them, enough to phrase it like that.


  “──Ara. It’d be my honor to accept your invitation, Krone-sama.”


  “I’m glad to hear you say that. The seats are just over there, I’ll show you the way.”


  After taking a road they hadn’t walked by before, the three of them gradually moved away from the lights of the mansion.


  Being surrounded by tall hedges, Ain felt the illusion of being invited to another world.


  “By the way, is there a reason why you, Krone-sama, was chosen to be our guide? ”


  This was by no means dissatisfaction from Olivia towards Krone.


  It was just that it seemed strange for her to have someone belonging to high nobility serve as a guide for them, who were of lower nobility.


  “──We’ll speak about that too, but for now, please have a seat.”


  She apologized for now, and as they walked, the three of them soon arrived at the seats that were prepared for them.


  Pure white table and chairs. The roof was also white and spotless.


  Despite it being a small seat, it was reasonably comfortable and elegant and blended well with the colorful scenery of the garden.


  (Ahh, the Bluefire Roses are also planted here.)


  He could see the roses they spoke about before also planted behind a simple fence.


  After that, regaining his composure, Ain sat down next to Olivia.


  “Well then, about why I decided to show you around, it’s because of something I heard from Ojii-sama and others──”


  Seeing the two taking a seat, Krone started talking.


  


  

  Going back in time, some minutes before Krone joined Ain.


  When the servant hurriedly went to the Archduke to tell him about what happened at the reception desk──When he was giving him the details.


  “……So, a child about five years old did so to cover over our Archducal house’s blunder, is what you mean to say?”


  Archduke Augusto sat in the largest and most prominent seat in the venue.


  He sat there alone gazing at the hall with only one butler by his side.


  But hearing about the fact that a child had tried to cover for them, he felt a wave of strong anger, making his eyes change severely.


  Being famous as a strict nobleman, he felt deeply distressed by such a blunder.


  “So, why is the second son at the party and not the eldest son?”


  “That is……It seems Earl Roundhart just found out about the rule that only one child is allowed at the reception. At that moment, her second wife suggested to bring in Grint-sama…… Or so I heard.”


  After hearing this, Archduke Augusto understood.


  Having previously heard about the inner circumstances of the Roundhart family, he expected Ain to be put aside.


  “Is that so? That’s too bad──Wait, could it be that the Roundharts are going to ignore the promise and place the second son as the next head of the family……? ”


  “Ohh? Archduke? Promise?……What would that be? ”


  Then, as Archduke Augusto began to think of something, the butler standing next to him spoke.


  “……No, it’s nothing, I’m just a bit worried.”


  Although there was some meaning behind those words, Archduke Augusto simply cleared his throat and gave a vague answer.


  “I’ll allow them to view the garden. We’d need to apologize to them in my name later. How about you go as the guide, Jii (Old man)?”


  Saying so, he turned to his side towards the old butler.


  If they weren’t guided at least by the Archduke’s personal butler, it might be considered rude.


  “Still, the Roundhart’s eldest son has a remarkable character. Without hurting his mother, he stood up to our Archduke house. Really, not bad at all, I even became a bit interested in him.”


  “Just as you said, then it should be me the one to guide such people.”


  Indeed, well, I leave it to you.


  It should’ve ended with those words being said, but a person they didn’t expect came forward.


  “──Ara, Ojii-sama. That sounded interesting.”


  It was Archduke Augusto’s granddaughter, whom he cherishes and loved more than anything else, Krone.


  Just from where did she start listening? Wondering about it, he asked.


  “God……Were you listening to it, Krone?”


  “Yeah. I was listening. ……Well then, Jii.”


  Krone then continued, as if her eavesdropping was nothing to be mad about.


  “I will go guide them. So, it’s fine if you stay by Ojii-sama’s side.”


  Both the Archduke and the butler couldn’t hide their surprise at the unexpected situation.


  While the old butler was at loss for words, the Archduke placed his hand on his forehead, puzzled.


  “Come to think of it, Krone had been longing to talk with Olivia-dono since she met her at the previous party.”


  “I haven’t met someone as wonderful as her. A lady more beautiful than any flower, more graceful than anyone else, and who the word ‘saint’ suits the most…… That’s Olivia-sama.”


  In other words, you really want to talk to her, right? This is what the Archduke thought.


  “……I would also like to talk for a bit with the eldest son, who appears to be different from what I’ve heard.”


  She muttered these words so quietly that the Archduke couldn’t hear her, then turned to face the servant.


  “Tell them they would be allowed to see the courtyard on the condition that they are guided.”


  Before he answered, he looked towards Archduke Augusto, but his expression was one of already giving up.


  The Archduke’s only answer was a gesture with his hand, and if waving off a bug, so he left.


  “Ojii-sama, the gentlemen today seem to misunderstand something and approach to talk to me as if I’m a harlot. I too want a bit of time for myself to enjoy, would that be alright? ”


  Her appearance was quite eye-catching at the party venue, so many people were looking at her with the intention of approaching.


  That’s why he couldn’t help but accept her as a guide and give her the chance to go outside and spend some time with the woman she admired.


  “Besides, I could make amends of our house’s rudeness to Olivia-sama. And yet, you tried to have a servant show them the garden. ……Wouldn’t that be a more detrimental idea?”


  “Archduke……It seems the young lady has become stronger with each day.”


  After such a sound argument, the words of the old servant made the Archduke have a wry smile.


  In the end, the undeniable fact was that he had no choice but to send off Krone.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “……That’s why allow me to apologize for the Augusto Family’s blunder.”


  “Not at all, this is not something Krone-sama should apologize for, the fault……it probably lies in my house.”


  The image of the pair as they talked was quite beautiful, despite the contents being somewhat depressing.


  As for why it was so, it lied in their appearance and gestures.


  Ain turned to glance at the Bluefire Rose, and it somehow felt even more gorgeous.


  Immediately after, while noticing Ain was looking at it with a smile, Krone spoke to him.


  “About that, would you like me to tell you the origin of its name? ”


  “Uhh……Of the Bluefire Rose? ”


  After nodding, Krone answered with the smile of a mischievous child.


  “The poison I mentioned earlier is so painful that it feels as if your body is being burned and consumed by flames.”


  A beautiful blue rose which gave a burning pain, this was the origin of the name Bluefire Rose.


  As if feeling a sudden chill, Ain’s cheeks jerked.


  “That’s……A somewhat gruesome name, isn’t it?”


  “Fufu, I guess it is, right? Even so, the Bluefire Rose can turn into a beautiful gem.”


  Can roses with such a ridiculously strong poison can become gems?


  Despite not even beginning to comprehend the basis for it, he wondered about what kind of jewel would it turn into.


  “Something like artificial flowers? ”


  “Not at all, it’s actually a real gem. The poison in that rose has the property of crystallizing substances, so when the poison is rapidly removed from its root, that self-defense mechanism kicks in…… Or so I’ve heard.”


  She continued to explain that the part above the stalk gradually hardened, becoming a beautiful jewel.


  (Crystallization, huh? ……Eh, by poison? Does something like that exists……?)


  He had heard that some snake’s poison hardened the blood, making it like jelly.


  Therefore, thinking about if such poison could really exist……it might not be too far-fetched.


  At that moment, an idea flashed inside Ain’s mind.


  (Wait, if it’s poison……then, probably──)


  Will Toxin Decomposition work? Placing his hand over his mouth, he began to think about it.


  “The name of the jewel is Star Crystal. Even I have only seen it a few times──”


  Not minding about his gesture, Krone talked about what kind of gem it was.


  “It’s a very beautiful gem with swaying blue flames like the night sky and fine particles that shine like the stars.”


  The Bluefire Rose’s light mimicked the color of the night sky, with the stars superimposed.


  It felt like a mysterious beauty just by imagining it.


  At this point, Ain raised a question.


  “Uhmm, but…… You’ve only seen it a few times, right? Don’t you have one in this mansion? ”


  She’s the Archduke’s granddaughter, and since there are a lot of the roses which are used as raw material, she surely must have the gem.


  After thinking along those lines and asking, Krone’s expression turned a bit sad.


  “……I have longed for a Star Crystal, but they are hard to get.”


  Eh, but isn’t just removing the poison? He was taken aback by Krone’s look of dismay.


  “But it’s just removing the poison, right? ”


  After all, there was magic to remove poisons.


  However, this was difficult when it came to Star Crystals……it wasn’t that easy.


  “If you don’t remove the poison quickly, the flower will die, so it’s very hard to do it with magic. There is another way to remove the poison……but it involves a very expensive medicine.”


  It should only take money, right?


  However, then, why would the Archduke’s granddaughter look so dejected?


  “Is the medicine that expensive? ”


  When he asked in wonder to Olivia, who was quietly listening by his side, she answered with an example.


  “Ain. About how much it costs, it would take our territory several years of taxes.”


  ……It makes no sense.


  Opening his mouth halfway, his expression stiffened.


  “T-That’s just crazy……”


  However, with this, it became clear.


  His skill was useless, but it might’ve been made for a day like this.


  The skill Ain was born with, 【Toxin DecompositionＥＸ】.


  No matter what poison it is, or germ or bacteria. God surely said so.


  “Quickly removing the poison from the root, right……?”


  Afterward, Ain confirmed the way to make a Star Crystal.


  (I want to believe……That there is something I can do.)


  His younger brother took the seat of the next head of the family, and his mother Olivia continued to feel sad.


  He worked harder than the people around him and made desperate efforts to have Logas look at him again.


  That’s why, he wanted to excel in something, anything, causing his heart to gradually grow hot.


  (……Be careful not to lose focus. Enduring a headache is nothing.)


  He thought about that as he remembered the harmful and annoying effects of his power.


  Still, I have to do my best today……thinking so, Ain strongly made up his mind.


  “Krone-sama. If you could get a Star Crystal, would you want one? ”


  Saying so, Ain suddenly stood up and walked with natural movements towards the fence.


  “About that……Yes. I’ve longed for one, so of course, I would want one……”


  Then, it’s alright……


  He decided to get her consent before trying what he was about to do next.


  It was a precious flower after all. Nobody would simply pluck it without permission.


  They stared at Ain, wondering what he would do, as he walked.


  “I want to thank you for today. And your yearning……I’ll see if I can make it come true.”


  Unintentionally, the lines he read on the story leaked from his mouth.


  Afterward, he took a big deep breath, increasing his spirits.


  “What do you mean……WAIT, WHAT ARE YOU──!? ”


  “AIN, STOP……! ”


  Seeing Ain reaching out the inside of the fence, the pair stood up in a hurry.


  Just beyond his reach was a Bluefire Rose, beautifully blooming.


  (I’m sorry to pluck you all of the sudden.)


  Apologizing in his mind, he touched the base of the Bluefire Rose.


  After placing some power into his fingertips, a bit of the damp soil stuck to his fingers.


  This might’ve been a variety that didn’t have long roots since it came out off of the ground easily after he pulled it.


  (This is……Toxin Decomposition?)


  He was immersed in an unfamiliar sensation.


  It felt as if had swallowed shaved ice all at once, or if he had drunk a strongly carbonated drink.


  There was no pain, nor an ill-sensation.


  Only a refreshing feeling close to mint that was transmitted all over his body.


  “STOP! QUICKLY, LET IT GO! ”


  “Ain, can it be……that you……”


  In contrast to the panicking Krone, Olivia seemed to have noticed.


  Only now Ain noticed the voices of the two behind his back.


  The sensation of his fingertips holding the stem sharpened with an aura like pseudo blood vessels.


  Then, as if it were a straw, he started to suck up the poison.


  (It’s alright. Even God said it──My power is the strongest against poisons.)


  He was surprised at first, but right now he had nothing to be afraid of.


  Let’s break down all the poison, but even when he thought that, he didn’t know how to do it.


  In the end, Ain turned his focus to the fingertips grasping the rose and placed strength into it.


  ──Then, at that moment.


  A strong blue light leaked out from the petals of the Bluefire Rose.


  This was the sign of the crystallization he had been waiting for.


  The light was so dazzling, it made the pair behind Ain to reflexively close their eyes.


  (Wait…… isn’t this too bright……!?)


  It was as brilliant as the birth of life, all of this to cause a change to a gem.


  The rare value of the Star Crystal was probably also this sight itself.


  “No way, that is……! ”


  After the light subsided, Krone placed her hands over her mouth in surprise.


  Wonderment, impression, and many other emotions overflowed, but Ain didn’t move his gaze.


  ……Shortly after, the sounds of ‘pishi pishi’ echoed.


  “It’s done……I think.”


  With that sound as a cue, the top of the flower completely separated from the bract, and a jewel sat in the palm of his hand.


  A jewel in the form of the rose itself, with each petal quite beautiful, resembling space.


  “That’s……Why……How……? ”


  “This is my power. I haven’t used it before.”


  Ain came back to his seat and answered wearing a wry smile.


  On the other hand, Olivia just greeted Ain with a smile, but still, Ain felt confused.


  (Huh──Shouldn’t it had been more painful? Why……?)


  Ain answered Olivia’s smile with a carefree smile, but Ain was deeply puzzled by the fact that the pain he felt before didn’t occur.


  ……Just why on earth? Leaving this for later, Ain came close to Krone.


  “I brought you the thing you longed for. Would you accept it? ”
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  Although it was a cheesy line, today was a party.


  If he was to give away the beautiful gem that she loved, this was just the right thing to do.


  “Ahh……uhmm……that……”


  Krone held both hands tightly in front of her chest as if to pray.


  Her continuous blinking, proof that she was puzzled, was a girly gesture that was appropriate for a girl her age in Ain’s eyes.


  “Krone-sama, please accept it.”


  After using a slightly stronger tone, Krone finally reached out quietly.


  “──Yes. I accept.”


  Krone then shaped her hands like a bowl and Ain placed the Star Crystal on them.


  It was like a night sky filled with stars, like a small universe, shining in the palm of her hands.


  With those thoughts in mind, she stared at it with crimson-tinged cheeks.


  “It was lovely, Ain.”


  “……Sorry. I believed I could do it, so I couldn’t help myself.”


  Olivia gently patted Ain. She too was happy about what Ain did.


  “Ahh, Krone-sama. Could I have one more for my mother? ”


  “Eh……Ehh……Of course, I don’t mind……”


  After receiving that reply from Krone, who stared intently at the Star Crystal, Ain once again walked towards the Bluefire Roses.


  “──Here you go, these are my feelings.”


  The second time was easier than the first. Getting the hang of it played a big part, but he also didn’t hesitate this time.


  Still, the light was just as dazzling as the first time.


  “Fufu, thank you for the wonderful gift.”


  With those words, Olivia received it. Her smile was more beautiful than the jewel.


  “Wait, leaving all this aside──How did you make it!? ”


  “Ahh, you’re back to being yourself at last.”


  Regaining her composure, Krone grabbed Ain’s hand.


  Her tone changed from a polite to a more natural one too.


  “Th……..This isn’t something so menial to speak so calmly! Did you know there are only two of them in Heim……? ”


  (Only two? I sure am amazing.)


  Singing praises in his mind, he laughed in an easygoing manner.


  Heim had only two, one in the King’s dagger, and the other on the Queen’s necklace.


  “I’ve heard about your skill over and over again, Ain……But this……! ”


  (Ahh, as expected. This was sure to become the talk of the people.)


  Having a strange skill, even if he was the eldest son of an Earl House, it was difficult to hide it.


  It was obvious that Krone would know.


  “My skill, it seems to be really without par against poisons and fungi……”


  After all, it had God’s seal of approval. There was nobody more trustworthy.


  “I never heard of……that……”


  Even after saying that, Krone’s cheeks were still dyed in red.


  Was she blushed because of the excitement or surprise? Or maybe because of some other emotion?


  There was no way to guess it, but as she held the Star Crystal in her chest, she calmly asked.


  “……Do you really want to give this to me? ”


  He had no intention of asking for it to be returned.


  Besides, the jewel suited her flower-like appearance.


  “I’d be troubled if you don’t just take it.”


  As Ain said so, she held the Star Crystal in front of her chest and nodded with overflowing emotions.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “Look, there are more flowers over there. Shall we go? ”


  “Ahh……You are correct.”


  The extraordinary moment passed quickly, and then three of them resumed their stroll in the garden.


  However, some changes could be seen.


  Of particular note was that the distance between Krone and Ain had narrowed, physically.


  On occasion, Krone walked holding Ain’s hand.


  “Polite speech. I’ll get angry if you use it again. ”


  “……I’m not used to it, so I can’t help it.”


  “But it doesn’t look like it’s just about getting used to it.”


  “But you’re of an Archduke Family, Krone, and I’m from an Earl Family. You know? ”


  He said that in a “Please spare me, Krone” kind of tone.


  More often than not, there would be awkwardness, but they didn’t feel it despite this being the first time they met.


  They both showed an attitude as if they had known each other for a long time.


  “Ara, then should I order you using the Archduke’s position? ”


  Hers was not an attitude as if flaunting power, and her pursed lips and narrowed eyes made it obvious this was said as a joke.


  “Then, if you will. Krone-sama.”


  “Seriously…… Again with the polite speech.”


  Like this, they exchanged smiled while walking.


  “──It was great…… that Ain couldn’t attend the party.”


  Krone muttered quietly, but after noticing her slip, she closed her lips tight.


  “Huh? Did you say something? ”


  “……Yeah. I said it’s been fun being with you.”


  This wasn’t what she muttered, but it was true nonetheless. Feeling embarrassed, Ain looked away.


  And even that gesture seemed to make Krone feel happy.


  “Huh, was the party venue that boring? ”


  “Yeah, obviously. It’s the same thing every single time.”


  For her, all the parties were places where the opposite sex surged towards her and they all tried to curry favor with her, basically bootlickers.


  This made it hard for her to enjoy. Ain answered with a bitter smile.


  “By the way, you act pretty maturely, Ain.”


  “Mature……? ”


  “Isn’t that right? Also, in how you care for Olivia-sama──Don’t you think so? ”


  Saying so, Krone turned to Olivia.


  “He’s my Ain after all. It’s obvious he would be nice.”


  Krone returned a soft smile at Olivia, who didn’t really answer her question.


  However, since she already knew what kind of person Ain was after meeting him today, the hidden meaning was transmitted.


  “Even so, Ain sure is different from the others.”


  “Uhh……Thank you? ”


  “Seriously……You don’t have to be that shy.”


  But even after being told that, he just couldn’t help it.


  The simple fact of being praised face-to-face by someone as beautiful as her, was stimulating.


  “Uhh……Don’t worry too much about the Star Crystal, okay? ”


  He thought that maybe the issue with the Star Crystal had caused her to act like this out of responsibility.


  That’s why Ain told Krone that. But-


  “You see, even before the Star Crystal I thought you had a likable character, Ain, you know? ”


  “……Eh? ”


  She spoke those words with a tone of “How rude”.


  “To be honest, I was a bit disappointed at first, you know? When we first met you were looking at me with eyes of ‘who the heck are you’, weren’t you? ”


  Recalling the time they first met, she spoke with a chuckle.


  “But maybe that’s the reason. Is this person different from all the others? That’s what I thought, if he cares for Olivia-sama, will he also care for me? And I had a great time talking.”


  Well, that’s because it was fun.


  Ain listened to the continuation while thinking so in his mind.


  “Even when I heard stories about Logas-sama and his family, that strength to remain calm and patient, I thought it was great.”


  Well, I guess there’s nothing I can do about that. Ain nodded shyly while thinking so.


  Apparently, because of all these assumptions──Her image of him gradually became more favorable.


  “And finally, you didn’t give me a gift, you made my longing to come true. There’s a big difference between the two, you know? ”


  This was surely because that was something important to her.


  She emphasized this was her longing.


  “Also, when you said ‘I brought the thing you longed for’……I thought that was really cool.”


  She ended up being embarrassed, too.


  Bending over in a way that her head was below Ain, she looked up at him.


  ……When the young lady Krone, a woman who felt like a flower in an unreachable and tall ridge, showed Ain that lovely gesture, Ain’s heart was easily shaken.


  “Th……Thank you.”


  However, the words he answered with were short and simple.


  Not a speck of the previously shown masculinity was left.


  “I suppose this is also part of what you are, Ain.”


  Krone said so with a smile. At this moment, he felt strangely comfortable.


  However, the end of this happy time was finally coming.


  “I’m sorry to interrupt you in the middle of your chat.”


  “……What is it? ”


  The one interrupting them was one of the servants of the mansion.


  She spoke while apologizing to Krone.


  “The Archduke is calling for you. It’s almost time for the party to end, so……”


  Krone gave out a big sigh after being returned to reality in an instant.


  “Ain, Olivia-sama. Please excuse me……But as a host, I need to go bid my farewells.”


  “Please don’t worry about it. Ain and I had a great time with you.”


  “It’s as mother says. Thank you very much for today, Krone.”


  Ain followed after Olivia, yet he still wanted to talk more with Krone.


  But she had something she had to do. He knew this but still felt a bit lonely.


  “……Next time, I will go visit.”


  “Visit……Where? ”


  “Seriously! I’m saying I’ll go visit you at the Port City! ”


  She spoke clearly to Ain who was clearly bad at guessing, with eyes narrowed in a pouty manner.


  “Are you sure? Won’t you hate it? ”


  “There’s no way I’d hate it. I’ll be expecting a warm welcome.”


  It might prove hard for Ain to come to the Archduke’s mansion, but if she were to visit him that was a different story.


  Krone laughed after getting a better answer.


  “I have some boring lessons, but I’ll do my best for that day.”


  “……Me too, I’ll be working hard.”


  Today, Ain had understood one thing.


  It was just a gem, but this had given him a lot of confidence.


  He didn’t feel like he had lost to his brother Grint in many ways, but now, thanks to this girl, Ain felt like working even harder.


  “Then let’s make a promise, okay? ”


  Saying so, Krone held Ain’s hand.


  “The next time we meet, we need to become better versions of ourselves…… okay?”


  “I see. Alright, let’s promise it.”


  Ain held Krone’s hand, and while exchanging those words, he made the promise.


  After staying like that for a few seconds, Krone began to walk away looking satisfied.


  “Olivia-sama, thank you for letting me have such a wonderful time today.”


  I look forward to meeting you again. With those words, bid her farewell.


  Afterward, the three of them went to the place where they first met and parted ways.


  He had some regret, but eclipsing that were the expectation for the day they would meet again.


  After parting with Krone, they waited at the reception outside the party venue.


  Then, for a while, the two of them waited for Logas to come out……


  (In any case, they sure are late.)


  Some tens of minutes had passed after Krone left, and one could see the nobles leaving the venue.


  However, Logas and the others were nowhere to be seen.


  “──Please excuse me, have you seen my husband……Have you seen Earl Roundhart?”


  Running out of patience, Olivia decided to ask one of the waiters.


  “Ohh, Lady Roundhart. ……Uhmm, about Earl Roundhart, he should’ve already left the venue……”


  “……What do you mean? ”


  Ain was taken aback by the cold voice in which Olivia asked that question.


  “Y-Yes…… About Earl Roundhart, he left the venue early to attend an evening party being hosted by his friend the Viscount……”


  Her expression after hearing this was nothing close to sad.


  It could actually be called more ‘inorganic’ than ‘cold’.


  It felt as if she had lost all her feeling for Logas.


  “I see. Thank you for letting me know.”


  “Not at all. If you have any further questions, I’ll be happy to answer them.”


  “……Haa. I wonder if the job was done just at the right moment?”


  Disappointment. From her every move, that was the only feeling transmitted to Ain.


  With a gentle move of her hand, she ran her fingers over the hair on her back.


  And after showing such a sensual and appealing gesture, she turned towards Ain with a peculiar expression.


  “Say, Ain. About your father……Do you love him? ”


  “……Eh? ”


  Folding her knees to approach Ain’s eyes, she asked a question he was unsure the intent of it was.


  Her soft and gorgeous scent tickled Ain’s nose.


  “That’s, in other words, what I really think──something like that? ”


  “Yeah, that’s right. So? About your father……Do you love him to the point of not wanting to leave his side? ”


  Probably Olivia wanted him to say he only loved her.


  She might be sad, lonely, and found unbearable to be treated like that in the house she was married to.


  “I’m grateful to him for raising me. But I don’t feel like I can forgive the attitude and way he treated you, Okaa-sama. So, I don’t really have those sort of feeling at all.”


  That’s why he told her so. And so, the moment he said those words.


  She pulled out the ring that was on her finger and placed it on the palm of her hand.


  Immediately after, her expression changed completely, turning into a smile.


  “Thank God. If so……I will tell you about the work that I was doing. However, this isn’t the place. Let’s talk about it in our quiet and more beautiful than anywhere homeland.”


  (Homeland……?)


  What would she mean by that? He leaned his head in wonder, but she didn’t speak a word further.


  “That’s why, since I don’t need this anymore, let’s just throw it away.”


  Poro, poro……With those sounds, the ring rapidly rusted away.


  Was that magic just now? Looking at the rusted and crumbling ring, Ain was surprised.


  “O-Okaa-sama!?  Why did the ring……!? ”


  “I just don’t need it anymore. I’ve already reached the limit of my patience, and it’s unpleasant to have this as a connection.”


  Question marks continued to float over Ain’s head.


  He only wanted to ask about why had the ring rusted away, but the answer was just confusing to him.


  “Ain. How about we go on a big, nice boat together later? ”


  “Y-Yes. I look forward to it……”


  Why bring up a ship all of the sudden?


  However, despite having some questions, Ain obediently nodded at Olivia, who clearly had an air of not wanting to go into details.


  “Well then……『I’m going home. Come quickly for me』.”


  She suddenly spoke to the earrings she was wearing, which flashed a couple of times.


  What was that? In addition to the ring, he now lost the opportunity to ask about the ship and the earrings.


  “──Alright, it should be time to return to the Port City, right? ”


  “……You’re right, Chichiue isn’t good after all. I wonder if we’ll be able to get home before the day changes? ”


  “Yeah, I think we’ll arrive there just before the day changes.”


  Thus, the two of them left the mansion and walked towards the carriage that they came riding on.


  After that, they didn’t talk about Logas and the others, and instead enjoyed conversations with no special meaning about their daily lives, as they returned to the Port City Roundhart.


  A few hours after leaving the Archduke Augusto’s mansion, they were on a pitch-black road, shortly before the date changed.


  And finally, the carriage arrived at the Port City Roundhart, the place where he was born.


  “I’m sorry……for everything that happened all the sudden.”


  “That’s not your fault. And I had fun with you, Okaa-sama.”


  He couldn’t attend the party, but he enjoyed his time with Krone.


  And while promising he would do his best starting tomorrow, he noticed he had become enthusiastic about it.


  “Huh, Okaa-sama? Aren’t we stopping? ”


  The horse-drawn carriage was approaching the Roundhart house, but it showed no signs of stopping.


  “We’re not getting off here. Just wait a bit more……Okay? ”


  “……Okay.”


  Passing in front of the Roundhart mansion, the carriage continued, making its way to the harbor.


  What’s going on? Suddenly, the sound of the bustle reached Ain’s ears.


  “I wonder what’s going on? It’s very noisy despite this late hour.”


  The city seemed way too lively considering the time of the day.


  Even if the town had many bars and stores opened at night, this commotion was a bit too strange.


  『Hey! What the heck is that……!? 』


  『The knight guard……Is the knight guard not here yet!? 』


  『Kyaaaaa──!  Hurry……someone! 』


  Regardless of men or women, there were some disturbing voices.


  Seeing how noisy it was one would think of a festival, but this seemed more like some accident happened.


  “Lady. It seems quite noisy ahead……Should we keep going? ”


  Noticing the suspicious air ahead, the driver asked Olivia, but she simply nodded.


  (Is……is it okay? To keep advancing?)


  Just like before, Ain was puzzled, however, Olivia was just sitting next to him in a good mood.


  It was clear that she knew something, but since she was just quietly sitting there, Ain didn’t ask.


  Instead, he turned his attention to the hustle and bustle outside.


  ──Before long, the harbor was soon visible.


  After passing through the main street and moving to the open area, he noticed a large building he was not familiar with.


  (What is that……?)


  What Ain saw was something like a huge chimney.


  At the same time, it appeared the bustle of the people reached a climax.


  Arriving at the harbor, at the place where the bustle was at its highest, he saw a large ship anchored, an unexpectedly large ship.


  “──W-What is that……!? ”


  Just how big would that be? It was a ship that probably exceeded 200m.


  A beautiful ship with a base of white, and one could not only appreciate its size, but also its artistic value at a simple glance.


  It was equipped with several cannon-like turrets and a huge barrel that seemed to be the main gun.


  “Nice, nice, it seems they arrived. ……Come, Ain. Shall we get on?”


  “Wait, wait, wait! Getting on that…… Okaa-sama? Where did that ship……! ”


  “Driver-san? Could you please deliver this letter to the Roundhart family? ”


  Without waiting for an answer, she took out a letter she had prepared without Ain noticing and handed it over to that person.


  “U-Un-Un……Under-Understood! ”


  “Come on, Ain. Shall we go?”


  Alongside those words, Olivia got off the carriage and walked with Ain following her at her side.


  Immediately after, the crowd noticed the two people approaching them.


  “Olivia-sama! ”


  “Madam Roundhart! Where did that ship……! ”


  Normally, Olivia would answer their questions with an angelic smile, but this time she didn’t answer, nor she was wearing her usual smile.


  The people kept a certain distance, but it seemed that at any moment they would try to reach for her shoulder.


  (Someone……is coming down?)


  Perhaps noticing the presence of Olivia, over a dozen knights came down from the ship.


  And lastly, a well-dressed knight walked through the ramp and down into the landing area at the Port City.


  “──Okaa-sama! ”


  “It’s alright.”


  Olivia placed her hand on Ain’s back, trying to calm him down.


  Is mother acquainted with them? Ain’s doubts deepened further, but Olivia moved forward without hesitation.


  Ain, on the other hand, was quite wary, and ready to protect Olivia at any moment.


  “……Oh, brave knight, we are not your enemies. Please, rest assured.”


  That voice came from the most well-dressed knight among the knights.


  That knight, who turned out to be a woman, kneeled down and spoke with a bell-like voice.


  “Friend? ”


  When Ain said so, she took off her helm and smiled at Ain.


  Hidden beneath that was a beautiful woman, about the same age as Olivia, with white skin and beautiful gold threat-like hair.


  “Yes, we’re friends. But calling ourselves friends considering our position might be a bit rude…… At the very least, I will never deceive the two of you. ──It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Ain-sama.”


  “Ah, yes…… M……Me too, nice to meet you.”
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  Due to all the sudden occurrences, he couldn’t give her a proper reply.


  He couldn’t deny that his missing answer was also due to being captivated by her beauty.


  “It’s been a while, Chris.”


  Olivia spoke to the knight as if she was talking to a close friend.


  “Yes. I’m very happy to meet you again, Olivia-sama. Upon receiving your contact, we hurried and came to this Port City as soon as possible with 〈Princess Olivia〉.”


  Hearing those words, Ain’s bewilderment reached its peak.


  Eventually, the two of them were guided by the knight named Chris and boarded the huge ship.


  Looking at the exquisite and luxurious interior, Ain then thought:


  (From what I know, this ship isn’t from any country that I know……)


  The Kingdom of Heim was the southernmost country on the continent.


  Most of the land in the southern half of the continent is owned by this nation, making it the largest power in the continent.


  Moreover, aside from not losing in size, its military power is far superior from any other country in the continent by a factor of two to three.


  And although there are other countries on the continent, it’s no exaggeration to say that Heim is the ruler of the continent, both in name and in fact.


  Then, to the north of Heim is the Trade Cities of Birdland.


  Birdland is located in the middle of the continent, and it’s often used by merchants and adventurers from all across.


  Therefore, in there you can find a lot of novelty goods and luxurious items from all across the continent.


  On the other hand, Birdland has a slightly special side, unlike the rest of the countries.


  When all the countries in the continent were at war, this was a region that remained neutral and where the ceasefire was signed, not a nation per se.


  Merchants have a strong say in the matters and they run the cities in collaboration with the adventurers.


  This makes the de-facto ruler the Commerce Guild.


  Next, the Rockdam Republic is located east of Birdland and northeast of Heim.


  It’s a country where the head of state is determined by an election under the law, and the winning candidate receives a noble peerage.


  Its area encompasses about half of the northern side of the continents, and it’s the second largest after Heim.


  When it comes to military power, they are neither weak nor strong, and honestly, there’s nothing special to note in this aspect.


  One of the characteristics of this country is that they actively use a wide spread of land for agriculture.


  The last one to mention is the Dukedom of Euro.


  It is located in the upper left region of the continent. It’s an area to the west of Birdland and northwest of Heim.


  In terms of territory, it’s slightly less than that of the Rockdam Republic, making it the third-largest country in the continent.


  This is a nation with an excellent cavalry, with no equal across the continent in mounted combat.


  Although the number of soldiers is small, this is a country with a fierce person who made Chief Commander Logas taste defeat in a duel.


  (──And so, this is what I remember studying.)


  None of these countries should have a ship like this.


  The interior of the ship vaguely reminded him of luxurious hotels of his past life.


  In addition to the high-quality furniture and goods, the nice smell of perfumed oil could be sensed from the soft carpet that was laid down without wrinkles.


  “Okaa-sama…… I just don’t know what’s going on.”


  “It’s okay. We’ll reach my room soon……We’ll speak there, okay? ”


  “……I’ll wait.”


  Starting with the ring issue, then came the word ‘princess’, and now he had gotten on a ship and was already sailing in the sea.


  This had already exceeded the realm of just “not knowing”, so he decided to give up on thinking about it.


  “By the way, I wonder what sort of explanation should I give you, Chris? ”


  “Everything would be good. But even if I didn’t ask, you’ll have to explain to His Majesty after we return home.”


  “Then, let’s talk about it later since right now Ain and I are tired. ……I feel hungry so I think I’ll eat something.”


  Olivia spoke with a listless expression, but from Ain’s point of view, this was the first time he had seen her like this.


  It’s something I’ve never seen back in the mansion as if her expression is without worries──This is what he thought.


  “Yes. Then, let’s get something done quickly──You there, call the waiter.”


  The knight she ordered this bowed his head and with a crisp motion left the place.


  And so, the three of them eventually reached their destination, Olivia’s room.


  (Ehh, what’s with this? It’s huge……)


  There stood a large door. Its height was probably around 5m.


  The beautiful and elaborate designs carved into the wood conveyed quite the sense of luxury at a simple glance.


  “Alright, shall we go in? I also want to hurry and let Ain get some rest.”


  “As for me, I would like you to be the one to get some rest, Okaa-sama.”


  “Ohh……fufu. Then, how about we get some rest together?”


  “……From everything so far, I believe she has such a fine son. His Majesty surely will be pleased.”


  Chris muttered a bit absentminded.


  “Chris-san? Did you say something just now? ”


  “No, nothing at all──Now please, come inside.”


  He heard some disturbing words, but they were muddled and he was being ushered in, so he didn’t mingle in them.


  The space inside had its floor made of white marble-like material, on which a thick, soft and beautiful red woven carpet with a beautiful pattern was laid.


  Several paintings were decorating the walls, and there was a huge chandelier dominating the high ceiling.


  “Ain, come over here.”


  Olivia invited Ain to a large and gorgeous white sofa located near the center of the room.


  Moments after the two sat down, the waiter came in carrying their drinks.


  “I wonder what did you bring for this occasion? ”


  “Yes. It is a freshly squeezed ripple drink.”


  After answering, the waiter began to pour the orange-colored drink that gave off an apple-like scent, causing Ain to gulp.


  I see. It’s called ripple here. As he was thinking that, the waited placed a glass in front of Ain.


  “I’m sure you’re also tired, Ain. Come, taste it.”


  Ain picked up the glass.


  And sure enough. Its taste was that of an apple. However, it had a sweetness and rich taste as elegant as the room itself.


  ──Well, now that I’ve enjoyed this delicious taste, let’s get back to the main topic.


  Olivia noticed Ain’s gaze that conveyed that she should properly tell him what she’d been hiding.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  Changing locations, at the Archduke Augusto mansion.


  “I’m s……sorry to have kept you waiting, Chichiue! ”


  The one who came into the room out of breath was Harley──Archduke Graf Augusto’s only son.


  Today had been the presentation of Harley’s long-awaited eldest son and second child, Lier.


  “You’re late. Otou-sama.”


  “I had some work left to do at the party. Rather, shouldn’t you be already asleep, Krone? ”


  However, soon enough gave up because she simply uttered cold words at him.


  And so, after those two calmed down, Graf opened his mouth.


  “Well then, I guess a bit of background information is in order first.”


  Harley corrected his posture after hearing Graf.


  He then went on to talk about the incident with Olivia and Ain, and the words and actions of Logas and company.


  When he heard of Ain’s inconveniences, Harley made a bitter face.


  Then, after finishing that story, Graf cleared his throat.


  “Now, what I’m about to talk next is the main subject. You need to keep this a secret, understood? ”


  At that point, Krone, who had been quiet until now, placed the cup of tea she had been drinking on the table.


  “──This main subject, it is related to the origins of Olivia-dono.”


  “Her origins? I heard that she was the daughter of a big merchant from Birdland.”


  “That’s not quite correct. It’s not that simple. It was decided that the truth shouldn’t be made public until after Olivia’s child was named to be the next head of the Roundhart family.”


  What is he talking about? That was the sort of expression the pair had while listening to Graf.


  Was that necessary to conceal the truth of her being the daughter of a big merchant? They just didn’t understand.


  “Will this be something that will cause trouble when I go visit Ain? ”


  “Krone? What are you talking about? ”


  “Harley. I’ll explain that later. And about that……it might, Krone.”


  Only after seeing Graf make a slightly softer expression was that Krone felt somewhat relieved.


  “It’s just……The social status might be a bit lacking.”


  However, his words sounded serious. For some reason, there was severity in them.


  “Port City Roundhart. The continent that’s two days across the ocean from there, do you know what country it is? ”


  The continent that Archduke Augusto spoke of.


  That was not referring to the continent where the Kingdom of Heim was, but the continent beyond the sea.


  The name of that place was Isthar──The continent of Isthar.


  “Of course. The only country in that continent, the Unified Nation of Ishtalika……a superpower.”


  “Umu. Harley studied abroad in the past, so he must understand how powerful they are.”


  “There’s no way I could forget. It’s a country we couldn’t even dream to defeat.”


  The culture, technological skills, and military were incomparable to Heim.


  Even if they were to compare the lives of the ordinary populace, the difference would make it seems like a country of another world.


  Moreover, Isthar was large, the continent was several times larger than the continent where Heim was.


  “Ishtalika is also home to many non-human races, right? ”


  “Ohh, it seems you’ve been studying hard, Krone. That’s right, it’s a country where many races live.”


  “Chichiue. So? Why did Ishtalika suddenly come out? ”


  ……In the next moment, Harley and Krone were surprised.


  The reason being, Graf’s expression grew stiff, and large drops of sweat began to float on his forehead.


  Afterward, he began to speak in a weak voice, almost like a whisper.


  “Unified Nation of Ishtalika. It’s current King, Silvird Von Ishtalika.”


  Krone had yet to grasp the meaning behind Graf’s words.


  However, Harley understood. Or rather, he began to understand.


  “His third child, the second daughter.”


  At that point, drops of sweat also appeared on Harley’s forehead……And his breathing became rougher.


  Graf then continued, looking down with a gloom expression.


  “──The Second Princess, Olivia Von Ishtalika. That is, Olivia-sama’s real name.”


  Ahh, then the previous words about social status lacking.


  Krone finally understood. That it was her the one in the lower position.


  “Olivia-sama is……a Princess……? If so, then Ain is……”


  After hearing the hidden truth, Krone spoke in dismay.


  If Olivia was a princess, then her son, Ain, would be royalty from the great superpower called Ishtalika.


  Not being able to sort out her emotions, Krone looked at the Star Crystal she held tightly with eyes devoid of energy.


  Chapter 3 - The reason why I became a crown prince overnight.


  It had been only a few hours since they left Heim, but the speed of the ship was extraordinary.


  In just a few hours, Princess Olivia traveled the distance a normal ship would’ve taken two days.


  Right now, with the sound of gatangoton…… gatangoton…… they traveled towards the royal capital of Ishtalika after transferring to another transport that advanced on tracks.


  (──How should I put it, the gap in civilization is too big. Why even bothering……)


  He wondered why even bothering having Olivia coming all the way from such great power and to Heim.


  “Uhm──Okaa-sa──”


  When he quietly began to ask, Chris opened her mouth, asking something else first.


  “Huh? Olivia-sama. About that Star Crystal, did the Roundharts give it to you? ”


  “No, not quite correct……Why? ”


  He wondered if she was bored.


  Olivia was looking at the Star Crystal she received from Ain, placed in the palm of her hand.


  “Since you said you disposed of your rind, I thought it was strange for you to have a Star Crystal……”


  “Ahh, about that──”


  Olivia explained about how she received it from Ain in the Augusto mansion.


  Soon after hearing that story, Chris turned towards Ain with a surprised expression.


  “What a surprise……I’d never expected someone his age to propose.”


  “Wh—Ehh? Propose? ”


  What is she talking about? Ain wondered in confusion.


  “Gifting a Star Crystal has the meaning of a marriage proposal. It’s something of an old tradition, although it’s rarely given outside of the Royal Family……”


  Speaking of which. Ain began to recall.


  『──Yes. I accept. 』


  Come to think of it, Krone’s reply when receiving the gem was a weird one.


  So, it meant that, huh……? He simply held his head on his hands.


  “But I can see why, if Ain-sama was the one to give it to you.”


  She understood why it was so important for Olivia, and eventually nodded deeply.


  Along the way, Ain was also introduced to her.


  ──Her name was Christina Wernstein.


  It appears originally, she had been Olivia’s personal knight, and right now she was the Vice-Captain of the Royal Guards.


  Not only was she beautiful, but also a very talented person.


  “……Ahh, that reminds me. What do you call the vehicle we are riding right now? ”


  When they changed vehicles, they moved through a single path that came from the ship.


  However, since that gorgeous path had a carpet firmly laid over it, and they arrived at a very luxurious room similar to the last one, he couldn’t tell what kind of vehicle was it.


  From outside, he could hear the sound of moving over tracks, but still, he was concerned about the true nature of the vehicle.


  “Please allow me to explain. The vehicle we’re currently riding is called Water Train, and if I were to explain its principle briefly……With the use of magic stones, heat is created and then transmitted to the water in the water tank──”


  (Ahh, I see. Like a steam engine.)


  The steam engine that Ain knew of used coal, but compared to that, this one didn’t generate black smoke.


  “Then, it generates steam and it moves using it? ”


  “Oh……What a surprise. I never thought you would infer how it worked.”


  “No, it’s just that I happened to read a book about it……”


  He knew it took advantage of the steam generated to create momentum, but that was all he knew.


  Ain was known to read many books, so that answer shouldn’t have been weird.


  “What a good child, isn’t he? That kind of knowledge is essential.”


  “No, not at all……! T-That just happened by chance! ”


  “Say, Chris. Isn’t Ain a really good boy? ”


  Ain panicked because he was being complimented due to this misunderstanding.


  However, after being embraced by Olivia, Ain quickly changed his mind.


  ……I guess sometimes it’s good to just pretend to know. He thought.


  “By the way, the Message Bird that you sent arrived at the Royal Family’s Steward’s office……”


  Ain wondered what this “Message Bird” that Chris spoke of was.


  And noticing the question mark literally floating over his head, Olivia explained to Ain.


  “Message Bird is a magic tool. As for what it does──”


  It was a high-end one-way communication magic tool, that albeit disposable, it could deliver your voice to a distance, she explained.


  Apparently, that had been the earring that spoke to at the Archduke’s mansion, and with it, she got in contact with Ishtalika.


  “In this case, since the Royal Family, namely Olivia-sama, contacted us, the authority to use the Royal Water Train and Princess Olivia were treated as having been approved by Olivia-sama.”


  Ain and Olivia quietly listened to her.


  “Therefore, Their Majesties haven’t been informed of this yet. As for the reason why I’m bringing this up……”


  Chris mumbled, embarrassed to say it, but Olivia threw her a lifeline.


  “Otou-sama will surely get mad, huh? Then, let’s say I ordered you all to stay quiet about it.”


  “I kindly appreciate it. If this is treated as being ordered by you, Olivia-sama, then the Steward’s office will not face any punishment.”


  And so, it became an order by the Second Princess. In this way, the issue won’t be treated as a blunder by the servants.


  And Olivia’s father, the King, will not punish them.


  “Huh? Then, that would mean……I’m a daughter who suddenly came back home without contacting them beforehand.”


  Chris nodded with a bitter smile as if it was difficult to answer.


  “Hmm……Then, after Ain and I take a break at the castle, I’ll have to go see Otou-sama as soon as I can.”


  “If I’m allowed to give my opinion, I would rather like you to go see him first……”


  “No. I mean, my Ain is tired after the long trip.”


  For Ain, this was the first time seeing her acting and speak her thoughts so freely.


  However, it seemed to be different from simply lacking prudence.


  (Well, seeing this side of Okaa-sama is nice.)


  ……However, feeling a bit sorry for the King, Ain opened his mouth.


  “Chris-san. At what time will this water train reach the capital? ”


  “Let’s see……It should be around eleven o’clock in the morning.”


  After getting off the water train and moving to a carriage, it should arrive at the castle in about twenty minutes.


  In that case, the earlier they would be at the castle was half-past eleven in the morning.


  “Ain? How about we take a bath together when we arrive at the castle?”


  “Ah, yes……let’s do that.”


  It certainly might a problem to meet the King without bathing first.


  “Let’s have a meal at noon and then, after taking a break, have the meeting at around three in the afternoon──How does that sound?”


  “Are you okay with that? It should be okay even if we take two or three days off.”


  That’s why too long…… If you leave it that long I fear I might get attacked.


  “It’s okay. I want to give my greetings soon since I’m your child, Okaa-sama.”


  Hearing him speak in that dignified manner, Olivia couldn’t help but nod.


  However, one could see glimpses of her hidden delight for Ain’s present attitude.


  “Ahh, Chris-san. Could I have a room prepared for me? ”


  “What are you saying? Of course, there will be a room for you Ain-sama──”


  “For now, how about sharing the room with me? ”


  Hmm. It seems it got settled with the best result possible.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  A short time later, the water train on which Ain boarded arrived at the Royal Capital.


  The station was called White Rose and was the largest station in the Royal Capital, which boasted an overwhelming scale.


  (A boarding platform for the water train……I wonder how many are there?)


  The royal train stopped at a height of about one floor above the other trains.


  Spreading below it were around ten boarding platforms. However, that wasn’t all.


  The Royal Water Train had stopped on the fifth floor, and the fourth floor and below was packed with boarding platforms.


  According to Chris, from here they will go through a special aisle and then leave the station before riding a horse-drawn carriage.


  “It’s a very crowded place, huh?”


  To reach that aisle, they walked through the landing platform that had nobody except these three.


  “White Rose station is always crowded, and you could actually call it rather empty now.”


  It’s like this when it’s empty? Ain couldn’t help but have his mouth agape.


  A crown similar to the rush hour in the metropolitan area of Tokyo was a sight he didn’t expect to see in this world.


  “In any case, it sure makes for an amazing sight.”


  Many of the passengers’ gazes moved towards them.


  However, this was just inevitable since the water train used exclusively by the Royal Family had arrived.


  (Huh? ……I see. I wonder if those people are from what’s called the Anthropoid races?)


  Looking around the train station users, one could see many races that had never been seen in Heim.


  For example, there were people who looked like beasts, or people with gray-colored skin.


  A wide variety of races walked around, and this alone would make one feel they really came to a different country.


  “Ain-sama, are you curious about the Anthropoid Races? ”


  Chris called out to Ain, noticing his intriguing gaze.


  And immediately after, Ain was surprised by Chris’s next words.


  “You might not find many from the race of the two of you here in Ishtalika. So, it will be difficult to meet someone of your same race……”


  ……What? Wait a moment. Ain wanted to rebut.


  What does that mean? We’re humans, right? Ain turned towards Chris, having a questioning look.


  “Chr-……Chris-san……? What would you mean by that……?”


  “W-What? Wait a moment, haven’t you heard about this from Olivia-sama? ”


  “Hear about it……about what……?”


  Since he couldn’t guess, he finally turned towards Olivia with urging eyes.


  “I’m an Ancestral Dryad. That’s why you too are a Dryad, Ain.”


  (……Eh?)


  Speaking of Dryads, were they those tree spirits or fairies?


  However, Ain’s body didn’t show any tree-like characteristics, so he just continued to listen with a blank expression.


  “I’m sure that when you grow up, you’ll be able to put out roots, Ain. ”


  “Put out roots……? Eh……? ”


  On the other hand, Chris was amazed and unable to speak.


  Why did she keep it a secret? She had a gaze that screamed that question.


  “Ahh! Oh Chris, just say what you want to say.”


  “……No, that’s just.”


  “However, if I didn’t keep it a secret there was the possibility some might find out I was from Ishtalika.”


  Come to think of it, that’s true.


  It didn’t need to be leaked by Ain. She must’ve hidden it simply to keep everything under wraps.


  “I guess it makes sense. It’s just as you say, Olivia-sama.”


  “I know, right? It was even hard for me to keep silent about this from Ain.”


  However, even when he was told he wasn’t a human, Ain was unexpectedly not surprised.


  And even was a part of his mind that was calmer than he imagined.


  (W-Well……Right. It’s fine so long as I’m of the same race as Okaa-sama, right……?)


  There was some shock at first, but he had no sense of being alienated.


  He wanted to get a detailed explanation about his race, but he didn’t feel he could get one right now.


  Then, as if suddenly remembering, Olivia asked Chris.


  “Ahh, speaking of which, there was something I wanted to ask. How was my situation of being in Heim explained? ”


  “It was explained that you were married to Heim for the sake of the country. Also, those who could travel across the sea were monitored and forced to keep quiet.”


  It was a fairly abstract reason and one that reeked of conspiracy.


  Hearing about monitoring and hushing, Ain became a little interested in what was it like.


  “Leakage of information by people of the Roundhart territory coming to Ishtalika, or from Ishtalika going to the Roundhart territory ──we kept it from happening through monitoring and force.”


  (……I guess the use of force couldn’t be helped.)


  “──But even if I say that, it wasn’t a very aggressive method.”


  According to Chris, there was no trade between Heim and Ishtalika, to begin with.


  There were many reasons, like the expenses and travel time, but the biggest one was that it wasn’t profitable.


  There were a lot of powerful monsters in the sea, and the escort expenses would become exorbitantly high, so the merchants never even tried.


  Besides, it was necessary to prepare a ship that could withstand long-distance travel.


  “As you leave the land, monsters that can’t be dealt with by fishermen start appearing more and more, so one would need a durable ship and a huge amount of money to hire adventurers as escorts. Because of this, it’s rare for nobles to cross the sea.”


  “Eh, by rare, does it mean such nobles do exist in Heim? ”


  Ain didn’t think such a tough noble was in Heim, but he asked anyway.


  “In recent years, only the son of Archduke Augusto. And he was under surveillance.”


  Ain was taken aback, but he was convinced. As expected, that family was exceptional.


  In that case, I might be able to reunite with Krone in Ishtalika……He held those expectations.


  “There were also four applications submitted from Ishtalika, but they were all denied.”


  I’m sure that was coercion, Ain wanted to retort.


  “In one case, the application was just refused, in another, they, in turn, changed to allowing marriage talks. For the remaining two cases, His Majesty made an initiative for some public projects and they were made to take part in it, effectively stopping them.”


  That was just coercing, isn’t it? Or rather, slight harassment.


  However, he could understand the fact that it had to be thoroughly made secret.


  “There were just a few adventurers who could cross the sea, so they were promised some tax benefits.”


  (I guess the powerful adventurers would want to make more money……)


  That was a good deal for the adventurers.


  For the time being, he could understand how they were able to hold people back.


  Eventually, the carriage arrived from White Rose to the castle, Chris got off and headed towards the gatekeeper.


  Looking out of the window, one would be overwhelmed by the fantastic castle, so big that you couldn’t see the top of its towers high in the sky.


  As Ain was fascinated by that view, he could hear Chris’s voice.


  “I’m Christina Wernstein, Vice-Captain of the Royal Guards. I want to enter the castle.”


  As he admired her voice resounding in the street, Olivia spoke in a happy voice.


  “She looks dignified, but that girl is actually a bit clumsy, you know? ”


  Clumsy? That beautiful girl with the aura of a big sister that looks like can get any job done? He felt half in doubt.


  “Well then, Olivia-sama. And also, Ain-sama. Please watch your step as you get off──”


  While saying that, she reached out her hand.


  But then, she hit her toe on the ground causing her legs to lose balance and her body to shake.


  “……Here, come, Ain-sama.”


  Yeah, that’s a nice smile you have on your face, but what about that previous stumble?


  “Chris-san, your legs……Are you okay? ”


  “Totally, I’m not tired at all, please don’t worry.”


  “Ahh──Is that so? Got it.”


  I see, she sure hides it well, but there’s certainly some clumsiness.


  After getting off the carriage by taking the hand offered by the looks-can-be-deceiving girl, he was amazed by the whole view of the castle.


  “W──WHOAAAA……Amazing.”


  Beautifully grown lawns with patterned waterways everywhere.


  With white stone as the base, a gorgeously colored scenery continued for far and wide.


  And a path that led to the interior of the castle. After getting off the carriage, he was welcomed by this surreal scenery.


  “Pretty, isn’t it? You can see it every day from now on, so let’s go to our room first.”


  Olivia probably wanted to hurry and reach her room.


  She gently grabbed Ain’s hand and started walking ahead of Chris.


  “Well then, please allow me to keep escorting you.”


  “……Gosh. The insides of the castle are safe, aren’t they? Haven’t I always said that?”


  “Then please let me also say what I always said. I might be too late in the unlikely event something does happen.”


  Chris spoke in a criticizing tone, yet her expression was soft.


  “Yeah, yeah, I remember. ……Well then, let’s go together.”


  Right now, the three of them walked through the castle as if they owned the place, and those who saw Olivia were, of course, surprised.


  With just how often they got those looks of surprise, Chris smiled and spoke.


  “There are very few people in the castle who know you were married, Olivia-sama……”


  Despite how large of a country Ishtalika was, the people who knew this information was extremely small.


  This made Ain have further questions.


  “How about we talk in the evening, after meeting with Otou-sama. Just wait a bit longer, okay? ”


  “Okay. I can wait like I’ve been doing if you’re going to tell me about the circumstances.”


  “……Gosh, you really are a good boy, Ain.”


  As usual, she was sweet to Ain, however, she no longer had that expression as if shutting in her emotions.


  “Olivia-sama? Just please don’t tell me you’re going to take root with Ain. ”


  “──Come on, Ain. Shall we go ahead?”


  To take root? Is that some sort of Dryad terminology?


  Ain caught on the nuance of wanting to be with him but dismissed it as something normal.


  “Wai-……Olivia-sama! Please don’t just ignore me! ”


  Somewhat curious about her reply, Chris asked Olivia but she just didn’t reply.


  “Ahh, you over there. Go and inform Martha. I brought Ain home.”


  Instead, Olivia just smiled and spoke to a knight that was passing.


  “Y……YES! Right away……! ”


  The passing knight was surprised to see Olivia acting without a care in the world, but accepted her command without question.


  However, his mind was everything but calm. Ain could tell this from a single glance.


  “Okaa-sama, who is Martha? ”


  “She’s a servant who’s been taking care of me ever since I was little. She can sometimes be scary, but she’s a good person.”


  I see, so she’s like some sort of motherly figure?


  After imagining the form of the woman named Martha, Ain accepted that idea.


  “Come to think of it, I have yet to see any of your family, Okaa-sama.”


  “Yeah……I think they might be busy with something. Hey, Chris? ”


  “His Majesty is on his usual duty; Her Majesty the Queen went on an inspection nearby. As for Katima-sama──The First Princess might still be holed up in her underground laboratory.”


  The woman named Katima was probably Ain’s aunt.


  Still, the princess in a laboratory? Looking at the confused Ain, Chris spoke as if she remembered something.


  “By the way, Ain-sama. Although it might be rude to pry on this, would you happen to be hungry? ”


  Somehow, her expression looked tired.


  Ain was suddenly asked about a meal. But to be honest, he was already really hungry.


  “Uhmm……I haven’t eaten anything since we switched to the water train, so I’m a bit……”


  Perhaps because his hunger was pointed out by someone else, he became slightly embarrassed.


  “A-Ain-sama! Please don’t make such a face! It might take a while for something to be prepared……I’m sorry if I read the situation wrong.”


  “It’s okay. After all, Ain making that sort of face is also cute.”


  Following that, Ain and Olivia enjoyed the Castle’s large bath.


  Being immersed in a bathtub of such incredible size and luxuriousness, he was intoxicated by its comfort.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  After enjoying the bath, they went to Olivia’s room for a meal.


  Following that, a person came together with Chris and spoke.


  “──What does this sudden ‘separation’ means, Olivia-sama?”


  She stood there with a smile, in this room that was just as luxurious as the one in Princess Olivia.


  Reaching about 140 cm in height, she had a young face and round and cute eyes.


  “Martha! You came! ”


  Olivia then approached the woman and hugged her.


  (Eh? This person is Martha-san……?)


  The woman called Martha then held Olivia’s back with an expression of “It can’t be helped”.


  “So, Ain-sama. Martha-dono is a fine adult──And she’s married.”


  Chris softly muttered towards Ain’s ear.


  “It-It’s not like……I was thinking anything weird, okay. ”


  Ain felt bitter that his thoughts had been read, but he tried to put up a front anyways. But-


  “By the way, what kind of person did you think she was? ”


  “A thought she would be a woman with a large body and even larger heart──Whoops!? ”


  He realized he had screwed up and saw Chris looking at him with a bitter smile.


  “Yeah……So you were really thinking something strange.”


  Chris came to understand what sort of boy Ain was.


  Martha then opened her mouth as she smiled gently and slowly moved behind Ain.


  “I see, you finally came back. And not only meals for you, but also Ain-sama, you really really really did it this time.”


  “A-Ara? Oh Martha, are you angry? ”


  “If anything, I’m just shocked. Well, you just came back home, I’m sure you’ll be bored if all I do is lecture you……”


  There was a table at the center with a sofa, and on that table, many dishes were arranged.


  “You must be tired, so please enjoy this meal first.”


  “……It looks very delicious. It’s been a long time since I ate your food, Martha.”


  At this point, Olivia shed some tears, as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders.


  Afterward, Martha opened her mouth to speak at Ain.


  “My name is Martha. I’m a Royal Waiter and I was Olivia-sama’s exclusive waiter. I’ve heard about you from Olivia-sama’s letters, Ain-sama.”


  “Nice to meet you, I’m Ain. I no longer have a family name, so I’m just Ain.”


  He didn’t call himself Roundhart, but decided on just Ain.


  After hearing that, Martha looked at Ain with a seemingly complicated look.


  “……We servers welcome you, Ain-sama. Come, eat while it’s still warm.”


  She surely wanted him to feel welcomed.


  And although it was something trivial, Ain still thanked her for her kindness in his mind.


  “By the way, Olivia-sama. Could you tell us the reason for your separation? ”


  Correcting her posture, Martha asked.


  “──Say, Ain. Why don’t you sit here with me? ”


  As they made their way to the sofa, Olivia called Ain to sit on her lap.


  Ain, of course, was happy to sit there.


  “Don’t think you can use Ain-sama to get away from this.”


  Saying that, Chris tried to stop Olivia from shrugging off the subject. But-


  “How cold, Chris. Ain……Don’t you think she’s mean? ”


  “Yeah. She sure is mean.”


  Ain was surprised to see Chris looking at him with a blank expression.


  Martha also turned some joyless eyes towards Ain, then turned to Olivia to address her.
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  “It looks you educated him well, Olivia-sama──Understood. I don’t mind if it’s after you speak with His Majesty, but could you also tell us? ”


  “Yeah. Of course, I still haven’t told Chris the reason, but I’ll tell you both properly later.”


  Olivia’s attitude changed a little, and she conveyed those words with a slightly more genuine expression and serious voice.


  Probably respecting those intentions, the pair backed down.


  After that, Ain had a taste of the gastronomy of the castle, but maybe he was more tired than he had imagined since as soon as he finished eating, he took a nap with Olivia.


  As he told Chris on the water train, they woke up at around three o’clock and were guided by Martha and Chris towards the room where the King was.


  “I’ve told the people in the castle, ‘act as if you haven’t seen anything’. Because of that, His Majesty shouldn’t know that you’ve returned to the castle, Olivia-sama.”


  “Huh? Why did you give such an order? ”


  “It’s obvious. To not let His Majesty have time to overthink things.”


  In other words, it would look like suddenly showing up and saying 『I’m home』 wouldn’t be a problem.


  She was able to give this order because she was a Royal Waiter and the exclusive waiter of the Second Princess, Olivia.


  “It’s also for the sake of His Majesty, if we let him mull over this issue over time, it would hurt his body.”


  Just as Martha replied with those words, she stopped in front of a huge door.


  “This is the conference room, right? I feel a bit bad since they’re in the middle of a conference.”


  “Since you came back home so suddenly, I think that concern is pointless.”


  Olivia puffed her cheeks at Martha, who gave her a harsh reply.


  “Gosh, I know already. But there were various reasons.”


  “Please also tell me those reasons later.”


  Martha knocked on the door several times.


  Not worrying about the lack of reply from inside the room, Olivia moved forward.


  “I’ll remain here in just in case, if there’s anything you need, just call for me.”


  “Thank you. Well then, I’m going in.”


  Parting with Martha here, Ain, Olivia, and Chris walked into the meeting room.


  “I’m back home, Otou-sama.”


  At the back was a luxurious chair. And Olivia’s eyes rested on the man who sat there with an imposing figure.


  He was a muscular man, about 190 cm tall, with silver hair and a beard of the same color.


  After saying ‘I’m back home’ with her usual voice, Olivia moved forward slowly.


  “……Sorry, Lloyd.”


  Ain felt a little sympathy for the King.


  Even as a King, he would’ve never imagined something like this to happen.


  So, he opened his mouth, calling out to the big man in armor that sat next to him.


  “Can you hit me?”


  “Understood──NG-OOOOOOOOOOOH! ”


  At that moment, Ain was taken aback.


  He even felt like holding his cheek. He understood why the King said such a thing, but he never expected that the person next to him would actually hit him.


  The armored man, called Lloyd, hit the King with all his might.


  “Oh Otou-sama, what’s with you all the sudden? ”


  “It’s obvious that His Majesty would be confused with you coming here so suddenly……”


  “Chris…… But, even if I said something in advance, it would’ve still been sudden, wouldn’t it? ”


  Certainly, that might be true, but would he have the preparedness if he knew this was coming?


  “Gentleman, His Majesty doesn’t seem to be in good shape. We’ll postpone these talks, and it is forbidden to speak a word of what you’ve seen in this room.”


  Lloyd’s words were calm but held a mysterious power, which strongly shook Ain’s heart.


  His words had changed completely from the joking nature of before and were now filled with an indescribable force.


  The other nobles left the room without completely understanding the reason, and when that happened, the King raised his face.


  “To be honest, I am confused. Why is my daughter, who was supposed to be married off, in here right now? I have not received any reports. What about you, Lloyd?”


  “I’m on the same boat. I haven’t heard anything from the knights, but Chris-dono seems to know.”


  Answering like that, Lloyd threw a questioning gaze at Chris.


  Standing there with an I-know-the-answer expression, she began explaining.


  “Yes. Since last night, I’ve been on an escort mission guarding Olivia-sama. Therefore, I sort of understand the situation.”


  Chris answered unwaveringly while receiving the glare of Lloyd and the King.


  “I see……If you were guarding the Second Princess, then it’s alright.”


  As was promised to Chris beforehand, Olivia spoke on behalf of the castle servants and knights to avoid them being reprimanded.


  The King then said he would not question them, and after heaving a large sigh, he rested his cheek on his hand.


  “By the way, why have you returned home? And also, could that child there be……”


  Is it okay to respond? while expressing that feeling, Ain looked at Olivia.


  Returning a small nod at him, Ain decided to move one step closer and opened his mouth.


  “──This is the first time we’ve met. I’m……My name is Ain. My former family name was Roundhart.”


  With him calling himself former Roundhart, the King should know who Ain was.


  “Uhmm……Then……You are Olivia’s……My grandson……”


  The King played with his long beard while his gaze was directed at Ain.


  Even while looking dignified, he couldn’t hide his surprise at suddenly meeting his grandson.


  Then, after a brief pause, his eyes lowered slightly and his mouth relaxed a bit before speaking.


  “I am Ishtalika’s King, Silvird Von Ishtalika……Your grandfather.”


  The strong force in his voice was transmitted through the air, reaching Ain head-on.


  ……So, this is what it’s like to be in front of the King of a great power, Ain gulped down saliva while thinking so.


  “Ain-sama. His Majesty and I have always been looking forward to finally meeting you.”


  At this point, he coughed and corrected his posture.


  “Sorry for the late introduction, my name is Lloyd Glacier. As Grand Marshal of Ishtalika, I’ve sworn to use my life to protect the peace here.”


  The way in which he kneeled down and spoke with his hand on his chest was one clearly used towards the Royal Family.


  (I knew it……He’s a very important person.)


  When Ain answered with an “I’ll be in your care”, he smiled and stood up.


  Then, thinking it was a suitable time, Olivia spoke.


  “As for the reason why I came back home, I separated from Logas. So, I will not be returning to Heim.”


  “……Lloyd. Sorry but, can you hit me again?”


  “Your Majesty. I’m afraid this isn’t a dream.”


  “──WHAT’S THE REASON!? TELL ME THE REASON, OLIVIA! ”


  Silvird asked in a strong voice, unable to contain his emotions.


  “I didn’t think Ain would be happy if I stayed there. That’s the main reason.”


  She explained to everyone what had happened so far.


  At first, the story put a wrinkle between their brows, then as they kept listening, a blue vain started to pop up.


  And as they heard the end of the story, the air inside the conference room felt as if shaking due to the anger.


  “Hey Lloyd, get a budgetary meeting ready.”


  “Let’s go right now. Logas-dono sure is skilled, but to me, he’s just a simple knight. The fight will be over swiftly.”


  (The conversation suddenly took a dangerous turn……)


  Unable to speak up, Ain simply floated a wry smile.


  Olivia, similarly having a bitter smile on her face, shook her head.


  “Otou-sama. I don’t care about Heim anymore. That’s why let’s just stop with that. ”


  As for her, she didn’t want to get involved with those people anymore so she calmed down the two people who were having a dangerous conversation.


  “Changing topics, am I allowed to explain Ain the reason why I married off to Heim? ”


  Ain’s body trembled.


  He would be able to hear the reason at last.


  “Yeah, it’s fine. The secret deal has been broken, so I don’t mind you talking about it to anyone present.”


  Immediate after, saying “Then please allow me”──Lloyd began speaking.


  “Olivia-sama married into Heim because they had resources that we were lacking here in Ishtalika.”


  The name of said resource was Sea Crystal.


  A mineral that’s made from the crystallized bones of the monsters that live under the sea, and it is said to lie deep in the sea.


  It is used for magic tools and has the effect of remembering magic and controlling the power of the magic stones.


  “Everyone in our country uses magic tools, so we wanted to get as much as we could. It’s needed to keep it cool in the hot summers, and to warm your body in the cold winters.”


  (I see. So, for things like air conditioners.)


  Ain, knowing of the convenience of apparatuses that come with civilization, nodded without hesitation.


  He felt amazed at the high level of technological capabilities that gave birth to magic tools for things like air conditioning.


  “In the magic tools that don’t use Sea Crystals, the magic from the magic stone flows through the body, eating you away. That’s why, using our technical prowess, we create magic tools that are different from those in Heim.”


  “The truth is, all the magic tools in the Roundhart mansion were made by Ishtalika.”


  Olivia supplemented Lloyd’s explanation, and Ain simply nodded as if it was a matter of course.


  Since he knew they were poisonous, Silvird wouldn’t make her daughter use those magic tools.


  Moreover, knowing the reason behind seeking such minerals, Ain couldn’t help but agree.


  It is the duty of Royalty to enrich the lives of their subjects──And it was because of this duty that Olivia was married.


  “We presented Heim with our backing. And, when you grew up, Ain-sama, the secret agreement made with us would be made public.”


  According to that announcement, when Ain became an adult, he would be bestowed with the rank of Duke.


  That would be a measure to balance out the case of having welcomed someone from the Royal Family.


  “The rest……nevermind. We spent several years researching the Roundharts.”


  The previous Earl Roundhart was a wonderful man and seems like they trusted him.


  That’s why Olivia was married there──but after reaching this point in the story, the faces of the two men changed heavily.


  “We didn’t expect the situation of Olivia-sama to get this bad after the death of the predecessor of House Roundhart……”


  Even though they had their pledge, there was nothing they could say.


  “We can also stay away from the threat of the Sea Dragons, which we will have to face in the near future. That’s what I thought……But I didn’t expect it to happen like this. I can’t hide my indignation.”


  Ain was impressed by his royal demeanor, but also for his fatherly warmth.


  However, with this happening, there was a need for an alternative to the Sea Crystals.


  “Fufu……The issue with the Sea Crystals is fine. I’ve already prepared a new trading partner.”


  Everyone turned to Olivia, with a gaze that implied ‘What are you talking about?’.


  Ain was the only one who looked at her with calm eyes.


  “We in Ishtalika aren’t allowed to take aggressive actions, those were the words of His Majesty the First King. That’s the reason why you had to marry, Olivia-sama. ……If only they could be found so easily-”


  Ain didn’t know the details, but the words of the First King were strongly adhered to.


  If so, then the most that could be done as retaliation this time would be limited to the severing of diplomatic relations.


  However, while laughing like a mischievous child, Olivia turned towards Ain and began speaking.


  “Say, I’m sure you remember, Ain. About the work I was doing.”


  “That work, could it be……To search for Sea Crystals……!? ”


  I wonder how shocked should I be?


  Ain honestly admired her, her careful preparations, and her continuous show of her own worth.


  “Olivia, what are you talking about……!? ”


  Listening to the profound conversation with a deep meaning between the two, Silvird interrupted.


  “Our national research team is lacking in skill. That’s what I’m saying. While doing my job as the wife of the Earl, I also tasked merchants and adventurers with something else……To search for Sea Crystals.”


  From here, it was a story that Ain knew of.


  She had been doing an important investigation, all by herself, without the aid of Logas and the others.


  “Where I found them was in a country northwest of Heim……In Euro.”


  “W-Wait, Olivia! We’ve also investigated the sea near Euro! ”


  Hearing the flustered Silvird, Ain began to recall what he knew about the terrain in Euro.


  “……If not in the coastal waters, was it carried by the waves to the coves? ”


  “Yeah. It’s exactly as Ain says.”


  Most coves sat in peaceful waters, but the bays in the Dukedom of Euro were different.


  The rocky cliffs were very sturdy and difficult to erode, but the strong waves of Euro did erode them.


  ──She took out a leather bag from her bosom, and from inside it, she brought out two marble-sized Message Birds.


  “I came back only after having made a deal with Euro. The details of it are summarized here, so it would be helpful if you could read them.”


  She then took out a small envelope and handed it to Lloyd together with the Message Birds.


  “Apparently Olivia made the trade deal as a new company……As for the amount, it is indeed impressive.”


  After finishing reading the document, Lloyd gave Silvird his impressions.


  The contents of the trade were good enough to make the Grand Marshal show his amazement.


  “……Haa, in that case, haven’t we just wronged you by forcing all this issue onto you, Olivia?”


  “I got Ain, my precious child. That’s why I’ll just write it off this time.”


  “──You have my thanks. I’ll make some time later to hear some of your wishes, Olivia.”


  Then, maybe because she felt Ain’s gaze on her, Olivia turned to face him.


  Finally being able to share this information, the two smiled at each other.


  “However, it’s strange. Not being allowed to succeed the house just because of the skill he was born with.”


  “Umu. In that case, I don’t think you’ll be even allowed to live, Lloyd.”


  The conversation between the two attracted Ain’s interest.


  What do they mean? He looked at them wondering what sort of skill did he have.


  Then, maybe noticing Ain’s wondering gaze, Silvird began to speak.


  “The truth is, Ain. When I speak about Lloyd’s skill, that is──”


  “P-Please wait, Your Majesty! Allow me to be the one to tell him……! ”


  He interrupted with a bit of embarrassment showing, then shyly scratched his head.


  Eventually, he started speaking wearing a bitter smile.


  “The truth is……My skill is Sewing……”


  “S-Sewing!?  Sewing, as in……knitting clothes……? ”


  What this meant was, Heim had a different common sense.


  “I was embarrassed to have Sewing with this body, but with enough effort, I reached the position of Grand Marshal.”


  “Hmph, the skill that you were born with determines your future. That’s an outdated way of thinking.”


  Saying that, Silvird mocked the common sense in Heim.


  “I was also surprised by this when I lived there. No matter what I said, it all fell on deaf ears.”


  With this, Ain gradually found hope.


  If it’s in this country, maybe my efforts will be recognized……He thought.


  “This is perfect. Ain, can you show me your status?”


  My statuses are so lousy to even show to the King, I wonder if it’s alright?


  Ain didn’t know what the answer was, so he turned to Olivia for an answer.


  “It’s okay. There’s nothing in it to be ashamed of.”


  “Alright. Well then, let’s see……”


  


  

  
    Ain


    【Job】　Houseless Child


    【Stamina】　２３５（１７８ＵＰ）


    【Magic】　３４１（３００ＵＰ）


    【Attack】　74 （52 ＵＰ）


    【Defense】　40 （19 ＵＰ）


    【Agility】　95 （70 ＵＰ）


    【Skills】　Toxin DecompositionＥＸ／Absorb／Gift of Training

  


  He took out his status card from his chest pocket. It was the first time in a long time since he saw it, however, he found the numbers strange.


  “──Fumu? Isn’t it a waste to give up on him with those stats?”


  Silvird said while glancing at Ain’s status card from the side.


  However, haven’t his stats increased significantly? Ain found that mysterious.


  “──But this is rather convenient, Your Majesty.”


  From Ain’s other side, Lloyd said so while nodded in satisfaction after seeing his stats.


  “Fufu……Ain is my precious child which I’m proud of after all.”


  “Umu. I can tell he’s someone who can put an effort since he has the Gift of Training. Besides, I was already aware of some of it since I heard it from Olivia──Hey Lloyd, contact Warren.”


  After taking out a piece of paper from his bosom and writing something on it, Lloyd walked to the door and handed it over to a person standing outside.


  Ain looked over at the faces of the adults, not really understanding what was going on.


  “Ain, you don’t have to look so distressed. Toxin Decomposition EX is an incredible skill even by itself. Besides, you’re even a hard worker. And your Absorb is irrefutable proof that you’re Olivia’s child.”


  What are they plotting?


  He felt quite uncomfortable with being praised so much he felt they were hiding something.


  Sure, it worked on a number of diseases and poisons──its value was certainly immeasurable by itself, but how do working hard and being Olivia’s son affected anything?


  “Ah……By the way, concerning the Absorb skill, I’d like to get some more information about the Dryads……”


  Right, about the Dryads, I’m one apparently.


  After Olivia’s matter settled down, Ain recalled this thing in his mind.


  “Also, why did my stats increase……?”


  Adding the stats to the Dryad issue, his questions kept on increasing.


  When he enquired in a confused voice, Chris, who up until now had been quiet, took a step forward.


  “──Allow me to explain about that.”


  In her hand, she held a small magic stone about the size of a fist.


  “Ain-sama. Could you please pick this magic stone and imagine you were drinking it? ”


  “Drink the magic stone? This magic stone indeed has a smell similar to that of ripple juice, but……Drink it? ”


  Not understanding the reason, he asked Chris.


  Immediately after, Chris……No, all the people present opened their eyes big in surprise.


  “The magic stone has the scent of ripple juice……you say……?”


  “Chris. What kind of magic stone is that? ”


  “……It’s the magic stone of a monster called Ripplemodoki(False-Ripple).”


  I wonder if it’s related since it has that name? Ain listened while nodding in his mind.


  Then, Chris looked at Ain with a serious expression.


  “……I see. So, the magic stone has a scent. This might be a new discovery.”


  Reaching this point, she cleared her throat and corrected her posture before continuing.


  “Let’s get back on topic. Ain-sama has been using Absorb and Toxin Decomposition together.”


  In other words, he has been eating them.


  “I first noticed when we were on the water train.”


  She explained that every time Ain was hungry, she felt her body become lethargic.


  That was the reason why she asked him if he was hungry when they arrived at the castle.


  “Also, it’s a fact that we elves have high magic and agility.”


  In Ain’s status, as they saw earlier, besides stamina, those two showed the biggest increase.


  “Y-You’re an elf, Chris-san……? I couldn’t tell since your ears weren’t pointy……”


  “Ahaha……I guess it’s hard to notice from the outside, but I’m a pure-blooded elf, you know? ”


  Her appearance was quite beautiful, but he couldn’t notice since she didn’t have the features.


  “We elves have different shaped ears depending on the place where we live. This is because I live in the Royal Capital……”


  The more they needed to rely on their hearing, the longer their ears were.


  “Well then──This time instead of doing it unknowingly, try to focus on purposely absorbing it.”


  “Uhmm……Using Toxin Decomposition isn’t so hard, but it’s a bother having to lose consciousness and feeling ill……”


  But, even if I said that, it wasn’t the case with the Star Crystal.


  He didn’t know the reason, but this time it appeared to have been the same.


  Then, after immersing in her thoughts for a bit, Chris spoke.


  “Then, did something like that happen when you made the Star Crystal? ”


  “No, not at that time……”


  Listening to that answer, Chris gave him a reassuring smile.


  “If so, then I think you should be okay. Most likely, the effect of the Gift of Training counteracts the feeling of illness you felt before.”


  ──At this moment, one of the questions he had was answered. He felt surprised by the versatility of the Gift of Training.


  From what he heard from Olivia, she explained that it made his body stronger, more resistant to illness and pain, and harder to become tired, so it surely had a good compatibility──But he never thought it would cancel out those feeling of sharp pain he felt before.


  “……Come to think of it, there was a part about that. I’ll give it a try! ”


  Not only the skill he was born with, but now thanks to the power gained through his efforts, more paths were opening.


  When he became aware of this fact, he smiled and triumphantly grabbed the magic stone.


  Before long, the magic stone gradually lost its color.


  (Ahh, it tastes like ripple……)


  Ain trembled with joy, feeling the rich sweet and sour taste throughout his body.


  “Hoo……I see. It seems like Chris’s hypothesis was correct.”


  Silvird was convinced after looking the magic stone changed into a clear crystal.


  “──Yes. Dryads absorb nutrients from the ground, underwater, and also from the air……”


  This was why, when Ain’s body became hungry, his body began to seek nutrition using his skills.


  In other words, he was able to grow stronger in the same way monsters did.


  “Uhmm, I was able to absorb it, but it doesn’t look like my status increased, you see? ”


  Ain said so, why holding the magic stone that had lost its color and had become a clear, translucent stone.


  “This is just a hypothesis, but there might be an upper limit to what can be absorbed from the same monster’s magic stones. Most likely, he also had been absorbing from the magic stones that served as fuel, like in the water train.”


  This meant that if he wanted to improve his status, he might need to use slightly higher quality magic stones.


  “Now that I think about it, Chris-san. Does this mean that elves also have magic stones? ”


  “Not only the elves, but all the anthropoid races also have magic stones in their bodies.”


  This fact was so shocking that Ain couldn’t keep his mouth from dropping open.


  “Y-Yeah……However, if you absorb their magic stone, they would die.”


  Immediately after, Chris continued to explain to Ain, who still had a shocked expression.


  ──According to her, anthropoid races and monsters had two important organs in their bodies.


  One was a magic stone. In there, their magic power, their very own life force resided.


  The other one was similar to what humans called the heart, called core.


  It circulates the blood and nutrients throughout the body and acts as a substitute for the heart.


  Thus, when the magic stone is destroyed, the core also dies, however, even if the core is destroyed, the magic stone continues to live.


  This was the reason why they were sold at street vendors.


  “But if you don’t suck the magic stone completely, they won’t die, so……rest assured.”


  Placing his hand over his chest, Ain sighed in relief after hearing that.


  ──Knock, Knock. There was a knock on the door of the conference room.


  Estimating right now was the right time, Lloyd sent a glance at Silvird.


  “Probably Warren-dono.”


  I wonder if it’s about the letter he sent a while ago?


  While Ain was thinking about that possibility, Lloyd stood up and headed for the door.


  “──Ohh! So, it was true that she returned……Welcome back, Olivia-sama.”


  Inside came an old man wearing a lavish robe, who smiled when he saw Olivia and Ain.


  Approaching Ain, he bent down his knees in order to bring his line of sight closer.


  “I am Warren Lark. I hold the position of Prime Minister here in Ishtalika. It is a pleasure to meet you, Ain-sama.”


  He looked like a good-natured old man, however, he exuded a power that couldn’t be hidden.


  Despite him just introducing himself, Ain couldn’t stop from feeling a weight with each and every one of his words.


  In the end, after smiling, he stood up and moved to Silvird’s side.


  “Your Majesty, I’ve brought the documents you asked. Her Majesty, the Queen, has answered with consent to the Message Bird sent. As soon as she returns to the castle, she will officially sign it.”


  “Umu. So, what is Katima doing? ”


  At that moment──DOOON! The second Katima’s name came up, the door of the conference room opened forcefully.


  “I’m here, nya! Ohh, so Olivia really came back, nya! ”


  What came a little after Warren did was a big cat, about 120 cm in height.


  However, it wasn’t just a cat, it walked in two feet and wore clothes.


  “It’s been a while. Onee-sama, your fur looks especially beautiful today.”


  “Eh!?  Is that so, nya!?  Nyaaー…… You really have an eye for it, Olivia, nya.”


  Then, she noticed the figure of Ain.


  “Y-You’re Ain, nya? I’m Katima, the First Princess, nya! ”


  “Fi……First Princess!?  This cat!?  Why is a cat walking and speaking like a person……!? ”


  Albeit surprised, Ain inadvertently voiced out his honest impressions.


  “I’m a Cait Sith, nya! I’d appreciate it if you don’t mistake me for a cat, nya! ”


  Although he could only think of her as a big talking cat, Olivia had certainly called her Onee-sama.


  In other words──She was of one of the anthropoid races that lived in Ishtalika.


  “I’m of reblooming ancestry, just like Olivia, nya. This is just the result of the Royal gacha, nya.”


  “What’s that? This Royal gacha?”


  He couldn’t feel the same kind of intimidating aura that he felt from Silvird.


  That was why he could speak to her more casually as one would do with a friend of many years.


  “Ishtalika’s royal lineage has many races in it, nya. That’s why, some of those races can reappear as reblooming ancestry, nya. That’s the Royal gacha……Did you get it, nya? ”


  Ain gave a strained laugh at the thought of this royal gacha.


  Eventually, she told him “Since we’re of the same family, you can drop the honorifics”, permitting him.


  “By the way, Katima-sama. Could I have your signature here? ”


  “Huh? Sure, nya. I heard about his reputation, and he’s Olivia’s child, so I have no problem, nya.”


  Was a signature required to officially recognize Ain as part of the Royal Family?


  While Ain was feeling a bit embarrassed by the events unfolding, Warren took out a piece of parchment from his boson and unfolded it.


  “There……That should be fine, nya? ”


  Writing her name……That’s what Ain thought she will do, but instead, she took grabbed some vermillion ink and after spreading it over her paw, she pressed it hard on the parchment.


  Alongside the sound of ink pressed on paper, her paw was marked on the parchment.


  “……Ehh.”


  Is that a signature? Right now, that was a signature, right? Being surprised, his amazement reached its limits.


  “A-Ain-sama. Katima-sama is a Cait Sith, so using her hand-print is permissible……! ”


  “I……I see……I was just surprised since the cultures are quite different.”


  Nodding at Chris’s interjection, he thanked her.


  While this happened, Olivia had already signed it, and then, Silvird was the last to sign it.


  “Accepting its validity, I, Warren, and Lloyd-dono will serve as witnesses. Then, Lloyd-dono.”


  Then lastly, as an official document, it appeared to be important that someone else would serve as a witness.


  After corroborating its contents for about one minute, Warren handed the signed document over to Silvird.


  “Then, Your Majesty. The announcement.”


  Silvird then stood up, taking a deep breath.


  He released an aura of supremacy, even more than before, to the point that even the air itself seemed to tremble.


  “By my name, I welcome Ain to the Royal Family of Ishtalika──And also.”


  He was somehow able to predict this, but he never expected he would be becoming royalty the day after he lost his house name.


  For example, if he were to tell this to someone, they would make fun of him and laugh taking this as some delusion.


  However, Silvird’s speech wasn’t over.


  After saying that, the air of supremacy grew thicker, and continued to speak while everyone present floated serious expressions.


  “I, Silvird Von Ishtalika. By my name, I declare you, Ain Von Ishtalika, the crown prince──! ”


  Ain’s eyes rounded in surprise, and his body stiffened.


  His eyebrows were raised to the limit, and his pulse spiked.


  “……Me, the crown prince……!? ”


  When he turned to look at Olivia at his side, she just answered with a loving smile.


  He was just some extra baggage in the Earl’s mansion of a small country.


  However, he had now become the crown prince of a superpower that couldn’t even be compared to Heim.


  Was this some sort of joke? He tried pinching his cheek, but this was simply not a dream.


  (……I suddenly became a crown prince overnight)


  He simply remained quiet while surprised.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  Changing time and location, at the Archduke Augusto’s residence after the party.


  Krone was appealing directly to Graf, for her to study abroad in Ishtalika.


  “I understand how you feel, but it’s not that easy……”


  “Why? Is it money? Or is it because of my academy abilities or etiquette? Compared to when Otou-sama was studying abroad, I believe I’m in a better position in those aspects, don’t I? ”


  She nonchalantly boasted about herself right in front of her father, Harley.


  “Umu. You’re right, Krone. You certainly are.”


  “C-Chichiue……? ”


  Harley butted in, feeling shocked.


  Even though Graf was a stupidly doting grandfather, he didn’t expect him to take her side so readily.


  “What, Harley? If you have anything to say, say it.”


  “……It’s nothing.”


  He knew it was pointless to say anything since he was in front of her granddaughter, and it was also true that Krone excelled in those fields.


  Etiquette and academic ability──It could be said that she was top-notch across the whole country.


  “Then, Ojii-sama? What’s the problem? ”


  Just as the story was starting to shift, Krone brought it back on track asking Graf.


  “Hmm……Do you want to be with Ain-dono that much?”


  Krone silently nodded at those words.


  “Chichiue. To be honest, I think you should refer to him as Ain-sama.”


  “What a coincidence, I was thinking the same thing.”


  No matter how big the Archducal house was, it was only appropriate to add -sama to the prince of a great power such as Ishtalika.


  Having this pointed out by Harley, Graf couldn’t help but show a wry smile.


  “……Please. Give me another opportunity to see him, please.”


  She had experienced such a wonderful moment, like a princess from a fairy tale.


  So, it was easy for Graf, as a third party, to understand how she had fallen in love with Ain.


  “Haaa…… Chichiue, it might not be possible to do it right away, but let’s let her do it.”


  It was here that Harley threw a lifeline to Krone.


  “Harley! Don’t say it as if it’s that easy! ”


  “Even if you tell me that, you know Krone’s will becomes stronger when she’s stubborn. Chichiue, didn’t she stop talking to you for three months at that time?”


  He wanted to rebuke Harley saying “It’s not that easy”, but then, Graf recalled that bitter memory.


  It happened because of something trivial, but it was a painful memory, remembering how Krone kept on ignoring him.


  “Also, if we take into consideration the situation in the near future, isn’t this better? ”


  He, Harley, had one concern.


  “Ishtalika is a gentle and pacifistic nation. However, I think this went beyond the limits, I worry it’s unavoidable for the diplomatic ties to be severed.”


  Hearing those thoughts, Graf nodded with a bitter expression.


  “Moreover, if Euro and Rockdam were to get their backing. I don’t even want to think about it.”


  He also agreed with that.


  Even if Ishtalika broke diplomatic relations with Heim, it was not like they’d do the same with other countries.


  “In that case, Chichiue. Could you tell me your current priorities? You family? Or Heim? ”


  Graf hesitated to speak. However, after heaving a large sigh, he answered.


  “My house has served and contributed to Heim for generations. However, what’s most important for me is my family……And also those who serve in this house.”


  This was an answer that disqualified him as an Archduke.


  Among the many nobles in Heim, the Archducal house of Augusto was at the very top.


  Even so, he held a strong love for his family, and for those who served him.


  (I would choose my family. And taking into consideration what the future might hold, I know this is not the wrong decision.)


  To put it simply──It was a decision between becoming an enemy of Ishtalika and not.


  They should cross the sea to avoid becoming their enemies, this he thought.


  (I don’t care if they call me a foolish doting grandparent, I need to cross the sea with Krone…… If so, I’m sure Ishtalika will accept Krone.)


  Since he was the Archduke, he knew a lot of information.


  If those in Ishtalika were to ask for it, they would surely find value in it.


  Despite his struggles, he continued to deeply ponder what was best.


  “──Ojii-sama! That means……! ”


  She had found hope.


  Because of this, Krone leaned forward while asking Graf.


  “However, right now it’s impossible. Give me some time to think about it.”


  He tried to calm down the excited Krone, immediately explaining his reasons.


  “After all, it would be foolish to go from the Roundhart harbor to Ishtalika.”


  “I suppose. With Ishtalika probably thinking about breaking diplomatic relations this would be bad, and even if that was not the case, a ship with Heim’s flag would give them the worst impression. If I were to choose a nearby place, I believe Euro would be the best choice.”


  Rather, if things went on poorly, their ship might even get destroyed after being marked as suspicious.


  It might be treated as an unfortunate accident in the end, but this was something nobody wished for.


  “Krone, one year, wait for one year. I’ll come up with a plan.”


  Graf answered, with his face resting on his hand, while thinking how should he do from now on.


  And, although the period of one year was by no means short, Krone was still pleased to hear those reliable words.


  “Really!?  I love you, Ojii-sama! ”


  Immediately, Krone jumped to Graf and clung to him in excitement.


  She had a lovely smiling face, but considering it was the clever Krone doing it, he couldn’t help to feel this all had been carefully calculated. However.


  “Hahaha! You’re such a good girl, Krone! ”


  Being told that she loved him made Graf relax his face and stop thinking about it too deeply.


  Harley covered his face with his hand, feeling ashamed of his father’s expression.


  “In any case, it looks like it will end up taking the form of seeking asylum. Chichiue.”


  “……Umu. Indeed.”


  Crossing the sea and to another country in secrecy, they couldn’t argue if this was to be seen as an act of betrayal.


  It would be difficult to return to Heim after doing such a thing.


  While this saddened them, the two exchanged calmed glances.


  Chapter 4 - Blooming talents and new goals.


  The information that Olivia separated and returned home greatly puzzled the people in Ishtalika.


  But even more puzzling was the fact that her child──, that Ain was appointed as crown prince.


  Prime Minister Warren and Grand Marshal Lloyd. And adding to that the Vice-Captain of the Royal Guards, Chris, who showed support for Ain caused the nobles to not show great dissatisfaction.


  ──And so, the expectations placed on the Prince called Ain increased.


  Not only was he popular because he was Olivia’s child, but he also had a good reputation among the servants and knights who worked at the castle.


  The official announcement was still ways off, but the people in the capital were excited by the rumors that managed to reach their ears, and they were looking forward to the day they would meet their new prince.


  About two weeks passed since Ain arrived at Ishtalika.


  The change of seasons was approaching with autumn on sight. It was night, at the room Ain was given.


  “……This sure is a great country.”


  Going out to the terrace outside the room, you could see the cityscape glittering like a box of jewels.


  The difference in civilization was clear even just by looking at the water train, which did not exist in Heim.


  Ain’s room was located high in the castle, and right now he was carefully standing close to the railing.


  “……Yeah, a great country indeed.”


  Spending some time alone after all that had happened gave him plenty of time to think about many things.


  And, the most important one was-


  “Well then. Looking back, everything I did was in order to prove my worth to Chichiue and Camila-okaa-sama.”


  What should I do now?　He laughed as if to mock himself.


  Ain’s efforts were all made to show his worth and to keep Olivia from receiving that unfair treatment.


  However, he no longer was a person from Heim, but a Prince here in Ishtalika.


  He still hasn’t gotten settled on his feelings of what should he do as a prince, so the emotions he recalled of those days were hard to sort out.


  “I don’t like to have these half-hearted feelings since I’m a prince……yeah……”


  It might be imprudent to think like this but, he might’ve not been as troubled by this if this was some rural country.


  However, the country called Ishtalika was just too powerful, so the pressure was big.


  “Well……It should be obvious for me to keep working hard.”


  However, this was not the problem, the real issue was putting his feelings in order.


  Those feelings of despite being the eldest son, being treated as a failure in the Roundhart family still haunted him.


  “It’s frustration……I think.”


  In the end, he couldn’t change Logas’s opinion and simply crossed the sea with Olivia.


  This was most likely the thing that made him anxious.


  “I didn’t pay much attention to it when I chose to cross the sea, but……It seems I unexpectedly don’t like losing.”


  He was now in another country, and his position had risen to above the clouds.


  This is why he could just say “Isn’t it fine now?”, but he just couldn’t get himself to think like that.


  “──It’s not me the one who’s great, it’s Okaa-sama……Isn’t that true?”


  To put it another way, Olivia had proved her worth, having completed a nationwide deal all by herself.


  Ain had come to Ishtalika together with her, but as things stood, he felt empty inside.


  He had a still that was not suitable for combat, and it hurt his heart that he was only being spoiled.


  “For sorting out this problem, I want to change the opinion of those in Heim and prove my value like Okaa-sama. Also, since I’m now Ishtalika’s Prince, I have to show my worth here……”


  With his problems piling up, Ain held his head on his hands in dismay.


  He wondered if he could solve his worries, but no matter how much he thought about it, an answer eluded him.


  While he still hadn’t acquired the mentality of a Prince, his own mind continued to be in disarray.


  With a restless heart, Ain kept looking at the wide and beautiful castle town.


  ◇　◇　◇


  His distress from that night continued to the afternoon of the next day.


  Ain was visiting the castle’s basement── the laboratory of Katima, the First Princess.


  Or rather, it would be more accurate to say he was forcibly brought in, and for some reason, his status card was also confiscated.


  “……Why did you kidnap me? ”


  Even though the other party was the First Princess, Ain’s speech was quite casual.


  Still, this manner of speech felt just right for the two of them.


  “In order to find out what Olivia asked me to, nya. Do you understand, nya? ”


  Looking at the right, one could see a bookshelf on the wall, and at the left, various shelves with specimens and materials spread out.


  Bones and magic stones were carefully arranged on those shelves.


  The large desk that Katima appeared to use often was cluttered with many books and test tubes.


  “Yeah, I get it. I’m sure you’re often told you’re great at explaining things, Katima-san.”


  Despite answering ironically to the cat in front of him──Katima was in a great mood.


  Ain sat down on the sofa in the middle of the room and turned his eyes towards her, sitting in front of him.


  “Let’s get started, nya. Here, suck everything from inside this box, nya.”


  Saying so, she brought out a small wooden box to Ain.


  That box was packed with randomly placed small magic stones.


  “……What are these? Magic stones? ”


  “Indeed, nya. It’s packed with cheap, 500G each, magic stones, nya.”


  But, suddenly being told to absorb those stones, Ain couldn’t help looking at her with a suspicious gaze.


  “I’m ready for any emergency, so don’t worry, nya. Olivia is waiting, so hurry up, nya.”


  What’s that about an emergency?　He wanted to ask, but he also didn’t want to keep Olivia waiting.


  “──Ah, then I have to suck them up quickly. It’s not like I hate sucking magic stones.”


  Olivia was waiting, so there was no helping it. Without any worry, he reached into the wooden box.


  Since he already said he didn’t hate sucking the magic stones, he focused his mind so that he wouldn’t be distracted.


  (Is this a Ripplemodoki magic stone?)


  Just like the other day, he felt a rich sweet and sour flavor.


  The more he absorbed, the stronger the flavor became, so he enjoyed them as if it were a dessert.


  “W-What an easy to deal with fellow, nya……”


  “No, it’s just that I don’t want to keep Okaa-sama waiting──Okay, I’m done.”


  The magic stones had become translucent, like glass crystals.


  Peeking inside the box Katima confirmed it, then she turned to check Ain’s status card.


  “Hmmm, I see……Okay then, next is this box, nya.”


  While she nodded in satisfaction, she didn’t really explain what she had examined and just took out another box.


  “This one has magic stones of 90,000G each, nya. Don’t leave any, nya.”


  “……They’re expensive. But well, I’m curious about what a high-quality magic stone would taste like.”


  With a sudden increase on the rank of the magic stones, Katima shook her paw, urging Ain to continue.


  “There is a harmless tree monster called Huorn, nya. There’s also a fake Huorn, who deceives people and eats them, called Black Huorn, nya. These are their magic stones, nya.”


  “I see……Is that why it’s black? ──Then, let’s get right to it.”


  It was easy to imagine with that example.


  Ain reached for the box──for the dark brown magic stones.


  “──Ugggh.”


  But soon after, Ain leaked that sound while pressing his throat.


  “A-Are you alright, nya!? ”


  “N……No, it’s not like it failed. However, the taste of walnuts is strong……and I don’t like them.”


  “……I don’t care about that, nya. Haa, give me back my worries, nya.”


  Katima truly wondered if Ain’s absorption didn’t work.


  But she only heard he didn’t like them, all while making an expression as if to throw up.


  Meanwhile, the magic stones in the wooden box gradually became crystal clear.


  “How can you say you don’t like walnuts even though you’re a half dryad, nya……Seriously.”


  “No, no, I don’t think that even dryads can eat nothing but nuts.”


  While having this light exchange, Katima was confirming Ain’s status.


  Afterward, she nodded to herself more satisfied than before.


  “For now, the verification should be over, nya.”


  “──Verification? ”


  “Indeed, nya. How strong can you get by absorbing magic stones, and if you could get skills? ……Also, I was just looking into whether or not absorbing magic stones would have a negative effect, nya.”


  For that reason, he was made to suck magic stones several times.


  Listening to it, he was somewhat convinced of what she said about her being “ready for any emergency”.


  “In conclusion, your absorb doesn’t make you capable of unconditionally absorbing their power and skills, Ain, nya.”


  “……What do you mean? ”


  “You need a certain quality, nya. Also, you can’t get any power from magic stones that you’ve sucked many times, nya.”


  “Does that mean I can’t get any stronger no matter how many more Ripplemodoki magic stones I suck? ”


  To that, Katima nodded in reply.


  No story would be this good to be true, so Ain felt a bit disappointed.


  “First, the Ripplemodoki magic stones had no effect at all, nya. But, the next ones, the Black Huorn’s──”


  With the status card on her paws, she handed it to Ain.


  Looking at it, Ain noticed that his Stamina had increased by about 100, and he also had acquired an unfamiliar skill.


  “What’s this ‘Dense Fog’ skill?”


  “It’s a skill that Black Huorns use to confuse living creatures and get them lost in the forest, nya. It’s just like mist, nya.”


  As the name suggested, it only generated a thick fog.


  “Heee……Then, it’s fine if I use it, right? ”


  While saying so, Ain focused his mind on this Dense Fog skill.


  Then, a white fog began to gradually appear all around, with Ain at the center.


  “──Eh, is it really just fog!? ”


  Mere fog, with nothing special to it, surrounded Ain.


  “Isn’t that what I just said, nya!?　Seriously……normally one would wait for a reply before using it, don’t you think……? ”


  “W-Well……It’s a skill that I’ve just acquired, so it would be a waste if I couldn’t use it.”


  Although he had a point, Katima would’ve preferred for him to wait a bit longer.


  However, she simply nodded in satisfaction after seeing the skill properly working.


  “Haaah……Well, it’s fine, nya. There seem to be no adverse effects on the body, nya. Is that right, nya? ”


  “Un. I don’t feel anything wrong. I’m relieved that I can keep sucking magic stones with no issue.”


  Since that was the best case, Katima nodded at him with her arms crossed.


  “It’s great that there’s no side effect to sucking magic stones, nya. If anything happens, tell me right away, nya.”


  She dexterously handled her pen as she wrote about today’s results in her thick notepad.


  ──Immediately after, and perhaps anticipating the completion of the experiment, the door to the laboratory was knocked on.


  “I think it’s Olivia, nya. Ain, it’s alright to go back nyaw.”


  “Hm, got it. I’ll be going since Okaa-sama is waiting──Thanks for today.”


  “Ahh, wait, nya!　Give this note to Olivia, nya.”


  After finishing moving her pen on her notepad, she cut a piece of paper from it and handed it to Ain.


  Ain simply folded it without peeking at its contents and headed for the entrance to the laboratory.


  Placing his hand on the thick door, he opened it and left the place alongside the sound of the squeaky door.


  “──Welcome back, Ain.”


  Outside the underground laboratory was a dim hallway of about eight tatamis──一and in front of the stairs that led back to the first floor, she was standing there with a big smile on her face.


  “Uhmm, I’m back? ”


  This was the first time today that he had seen Olivia.


  The reason being, after barely waking up, he had already been kidnapped by Katima.


  “Ahh──Here, Katima-san told me to give you this.”


  “Fufu, thank you very much.”


  He had forgotten to read what was written, but Olivia was quite interested, looking at it with a serious look.


  Eventually, she folded it satisfied and stored it in her pocket.


  “I’m very happy with these results. Come, let’s get going.”


  “H-Hmm……Okaa-sama?　About that, where are we going? ”


  “To a veeeery special place.”


  As for Ain, any place with Olivia was a very special place.


  Being pulled by her soft hand, Ain went up the stair the led to the first floor.


  The walls and ceiling resembled those of a cave, ‘Does Katima-san have a hobby for these?’, he wondered.


  (I don’t really hate it since it looks like some sort of secret base.)


  With each step that he came closer to the ground floor, the brightness increased.


  And, after finally returning to the first floor of the castle, Ain continued to walk, being led by the hand.


  “──So you’re back, Olivia.”


  As soon as they reached the wide main corridor of the castle, Silvird was standing there over a thick carpet that laid on the floor.


  Cool air could be felt coming from outside the windows and with it, the chirping melody of small birds.


  Wondering what was wrong, Ain looked at him since his expression was more stern than usual.


  “Yeah, I’m back. Then, as promised……Let’s go to the treasure vault.”


  “……Umu, I know. After all, I said the other day that I’d listen to one of your wishes.”


  This was, in a way, a form to repay Olivia for all the trouble she had been put through.


  (Ahh, come to think of it, Ojii-sama said something like that before……But, why now?)


  Also, how was this related to the treasure vault?


  Seeing Silvird walking in the lead, Olivia pulled Ain’s hand and followed after him.


  “Thank you. Nothing could make me happier.”


  “I can easily understand why you’re so happy.”


  Letting out a big sigh, Ain turned his gaze at Ain.


  “Of course. There can’t be anything more pleasing than seeing Ain grow splendidly.”


  Ain wondered what where these two talking about. All he understood was that Olivia really loved him.


  “Excuse me, do I also need to go to the treasure vault‥…? ”


  “……Olivia, you see, she wants to give you something as a gift, using what a said the other day about an apology and reward.”


  “W-What?　You’re going to give me a gift, Okaa-sama? ”


  What’s this all the sudden?


  He looked at Olivia while wondering, and she just smiled happily.


  “I heard about it this morning. That some tens of minutes ago Katima was testing your power, Ain.”


  From what Silvird said, Ain inferred the gift was a magic stone.


  The reason for such preparations was that Olivia was afraid that sucking a powerful magic stone might have an adverse effect on his body.


  (I wonder what kind of magic stone is it……and for it to be stored in Ishtalika’s castle treasure vault……)


  Noticing Ain’s gleaming eyes, Silvird opened his mouth to speak.


  “……The thing she wants to give you, Ain, is── a magic stone for you to absorb, Ishtalika’s national treasure.”


  There was some tension mixed in his voice, with power befitting the current atmosphere.


  “──The Dullahan’s magic stone.”


  “Du-Dullahan……is it? ”


  He had certainly heard that name before. However, that was in a story from his previous life.


  “There are records of a monster with great power. It was said that with a swing of its sword it could tear the heavens and split the oceans.”


  According to the story, it was a monster unmatched in the use of the sword and had very high Attack and Defense.


  A monster that wore full black armor over its entire body and a huge dragon-shaped sword in one hand──This is what Silvird explained.


  “Our royal family has inherited for generations, and there’s only one of its kind……”


  Maybe because it was considered such a great treasure, some hesitation could be seen on his face.


  “Otou-sama. You should know when to give up.　You said you were going to apologize for that matter and give me a reward, didn’t you? ”


  Just the fact that she had secured such deal on a national level alone, was something to be rewarded from.


  And with the issue of the apology added to that, Silvird simply couldn’t back down.


  “We also spoke in my room. You already accepted, so don’t come saying you’ve changed your mind all the sudden.”


  “Haaah……I know. That magic stone will become Ain’s new power.”


  While wondering what kind of exchange happened in Olivia’s room, Ain was certain Silvird had been at the mercy of Olivia’s cleverness.


  In the end, Silvird’s expression changed into one of resignation.


  Wanting to change the strained atmosphere, Ain opened his mouth to speak.


  “Ah, b……by the way!　The castle sure is great, right……!? ”


  Looking around, one could wide corridors with high ceilings.


  Not only was this place spacious, but the delicate chandeliers and luxurious carpets added to its glamour, making it quite eye-catching.


  Immediately, noticing Ain’s good-natured efforts, Silvird’s expression gently loosened.


  “Isn’t that right?　The name of this castle is White Knight── The reason being, His Majesty, the Founding King preferred white silver.”


  Hearing Ain’s words, Silvird floated a soft smile and patted Ain on his head.


  “Eventually you will learn more about the Founding King, but just for today, let me tell you a little story about the First King.”


  Unified Nation of Ishtalika.


  It is said that the man who served as the first king founded Ishtalika after a large subjugation war.


  “Five hundred years ago, an entity called the Demon King appeared here in the continent of Isthar.”


  “De-Demon King……!? ”


  He never expected a word like Demon King to suddenly come out here.


  He felt relieved to be living in the present age, but still, he felt overwhelming power from those two words.


  “Umu, the Demon King. According to the records, it caused many races great losses.”


  However, the First King himself took the lead and subdued the Demon King.


  He didn’t hesitate to place his life on the line, and fought with courage and pride, eventually defeating the Demon King.


  “The Demon King was strong. It is said that it killed many skilled people.”


  The sky was turned jet-black, and the seas always raged.


  His strength could break the earth, and his breath turned air into a deadly wind. However──


  “The First King won. Stepping inside the Demon King castle, he pierced its body with a sword.”


  The words of the First King took priority over anyone else’s.


  It was now that Ain heard the roots of this aspect of Ishtalika’s culture for the first time.


  “……Just like a hero, huh?


  “Yeah──Ohh!　That reminds me, wasn’t the Dullahan an aide of the Demon King? ”


  “──I-Is it alright for me to get the magic stone of such monster……?”


  He couldn’t imagine a monster that could be an aide of the Demon King.


  “……Speaking of which, it is said that one of the aides is still alive, but that doesn’t matter right now.”


  Right next to Silvird, who spoke some ominous words, the brain of Ain was occupied with another matter altogether.


  First of all, admiration for the First King, who was said to be strong enough to defeat the Demon King.


  And also, a pain in his chest as a result of feelings of nostalgia and a sense of familiarity.


  (Why do I feel like this? Even though it’s an old story that I’ve never heard before……)


  Was this some sense of responsibility after being appointed as Crown Prince?　He thought it was because of those responsibilities as prince──That perhaps the pain in his heart was because of his anguish of last night.


  Eventually, without finding an answer, Ain opened his mouth with a spiritless expression.


  “Well, I haven’t sorted that out yet, but……I do admire the First King.”


  “That’s good, admiring him. I pray that you, Ain, also take over protecting the white silver just like the First King.”


  “White silver? ”


  Ain tilted his head at this clearly local word.


  “The First King loved white silver. It’s beautiful and noble, and it is now the prided symbol of our royal family.”


  It was both the symbol of the country and the Royal Family.


  The color loved by the man who defeated the Demon King and unified the continent.


  He could now see how it had been proudly passed down.


  And thus, a small flame of ambition lit inside Ain.


  “──I’ll do my best.”


  He remembered the promise he made with Krone.


  It was quite vague, saying to better themselves, but still, it became Ain’s driving force.


  Right now, he felt a bit of regret, like despite getting some inspiration, he still was missing one piece of the puzzle. After that, Ain continued to have a trifling conversation with the other two.


  Compared to his life in the Roundhart mansion, he realized that his life had now changed a lot.


  “Umu, we can see it now. ……That’s the treasure room.”


  As they walked down the corridor, the end of it was now in sight,


  Ain gulped as he stared at the huge door in front of him.


  (No matter how you look at it, that’s an incredible door……)


  At the end of the large corridor, only this lone door stood.


  The stone door had several keyhole-like engravements, scattered at random.


  Just by being there, this large and tall door gave off a sense of intimidation.


  “Inside there is something that will become my new power, right? ”


  Being aware of his emotions gradually rising, he asked Silvird who was walking next to him.


  Silvird nodded with a calm face and continued to speak while looking at the door of the treasure vault.


  “This is the crystallization of the power of a real monster. ……And it’s been sleeping inside this treasure vault.”


  Ain swallowed again as he listened to that voice.


  He fell under the illusion that his throat was dry, even though it was just a magic stone what he would be absorbing.


  “……Ain, should we not do it today? ”


  Silvird asked anxiously, looking at his grandson’s tense appearance.


  “Ahh, no. I’m really interested in absorbing it. I’m even looking forward to it. ”


  Ain then replied in a cheerful tone, shocking Silvird.


  “Ahh, is that so? You sure are Olivia’s son. It’s obvious that you’ll want to absorb it──Well then.”


  Before long, the three of them stood in front of the door of the treasure vault.


  At that point, Silvird took a step further.


  “Why don’t we open the treasure vault’s door?”


  He held his large hand over the center of the door.


  “The door, is……!? ”


  With a focus around his hand, the engraved keyholes reacted.


  Even though they were arranged irregularly, they began to move little by little, until a straight vertical line was formed.


  “This whole door is a magic tool. The Royal Family is the key, and the only way to unlock it.”


  A space between the two doors was created. The magic tool had created a vertical line.


  The sound of stone grinding against stone resounded, and the door opened on both sides.


  “This is the place where the wealth in the castle gathers. You should remember this well, Ain.”


  Ain couldn’t help to float a silly expression while being called out.


  With a lively voice, Olivia opened her mouth and moved in between them.


  “Father, where is the Dullahan’s magic stone? ”


  “Calm down. ……It’s over there.”


  Silvird, with a tired expression, pointed a finger over in response to her joyful voice.


  Then, taking Ain’s hand, Olivia moved forward quietly.


  The treasure vault was quite large, and could even be described as a mountain of treasure.


  (Whooaa…… It’s filled with incredible things.)


  In contrast to the delighted Olivia, Ain’s mind was captured by these surprises.


  Nevertheless, it was hard to find out a proper word to describe the greatness of the place.


  There were beautiful swords, and chests filled with gold and silver, and also several chests containing magic stones.


  But particularly eye-catching was, after all, the place where Ain was walking towards.


  “──Is that……!? ”


  “Fufu, that’s right. That will be your new power, Ain……The Dullahan’s magic stone.”


  In front of them was a stone pedestal that stood out considerably.


  The pedestal was made of white stone and was studded with gold and precious jewels, giving off an air of luxury.


  And on top of it, the special entity called the Dullahan’s magic stone was enshrined.


  “It’s black, but also so blue……? ”


  The appearance of the magic stone was reflected in his eyes.


  Like a black diamond with a blue haze raging inside.


  ──Before long, Ain finally arrived in front of the Dullahan’s magic stone.


  As Ain gazed at the magic stone in front of him, Silvird cautioned Olivia by his side.


  “……Olivia, don’t touch it.”


  “Yeah. Or rather, don’t you try doing it either, Father.”


  Those words of caution were because Ain was the only one who wasn’t particularly affected by the magic power that resided inside the magic stones.


  Therefore, the two of them shouldn’t touch such magic stone.


  “Come to think of it, is it really okay for me to get this national treasure without any procedures? ”


  “Umu……your worries would’ve been usually well placed, however……There’s one thing that can prevent it.”


  After a brief pause, Silvird then continued.


  “In the end, the Dullahan’s magic stone is not owned by Ishtalika, but it belongs to the Royal Family.”


  “Ahh……No wonder then, that makes this easier.”


  “Correct. This is a reward for Olivia, and my atonement. ……This is for those two things.”


  The head of the Royal Family had approved of this. That’s why it wasn’t a difficult matter.


  “……Well then, help yourself.”


  Ain reached out. Since it was a little high from the ground, he had to stretch his hands.


  Then, with both hands opened, he picked up the magic stone as if he were grabbing something delicate.


  “──The Dullahan’s magic stone will surely help you, Ain. Maybe that’s the reason for its existence…… I’ve been thinking that for a while now.”


  Ain nodded in response to Olivia’s loving smile.


  He then cleared his mind while focusing his consciousness into the palm of his hands.


  “Well, let’s start──Hmm, Huh……?)


  Ain could absorb the power of a magic stone by his own will──Or at least he should.


  “──!? 　O-Ojii-sama?　Did you say something right now……? ”


  A voice reached Ain’s mind, that said; 『So, you’re back?』.


  It was a man’s voice. That why he thought it belonged to Silvird.


  “Huh?　I’ve been silent so far.”


  Silvird said, answering the weird question.


  Still, even if he looked around, there was naturally no other man present.


  ……Did I mishear?　Ain wondered while looking left and right.


  “I’m sorry, I must’ve misheard.”


  With that response, he decided the voice from a little while ago must’ve not been real.


  Then, regaining his focus, he turned his attention back to the Dullahan’s magic stone.


  “Well then, let’s get started.”


  Swallowing his fresh saliva, he entrusted everything to the senses on his palm.


  Eventually, his whole body’s senses were sharpened, and the magic stone became warm, almost as if it had its own heat.


  ……And just as Ain began to suck the power from the magic stone, a new disturbance appeared.


  (Wai…… what!? 　This……What’s happening──?)


  The magic stone, the Dullahan’s magic stone acted as if it had a will of its own.


  Contrary to Ain’s intention, it appeared as if the magic stone itself was the one making the power flow── or so it seemed to Ain.


  ──Then, at that moment.


  “Ngg──T-This is……!? 　Olivia!　Get behind me──”


  With the magic stone in Ain’s hand as the center, a force spread like an explosion.


  Raising his arm in caution to protect Olivia, Silvird goes back down one step.


  “F-Father……!? ”


  While being protected, she looked at Ain with worry.


  However, Ain, on the other hand, only felt it as a slight wind pressure that made his hair flutter.


  Light leaked out of the magic stone in the shape of lightning, creating a vortex as it overlapped with the strong wind pressure, Ain’s whole body then wrapped up in the black and blue fog.


  (Wait, wait, wait──Is this alright!? )


  Against his own will, the Dullahan’s magic stone continued to yield its power onto Ain.


  That fog was gradually absorbed into his body and at the same time, an omnipotent feeling began to dwell in his body.


  “AIN!　If you feel something is wrong, let go of it! ”


  For the first time, Silvird’s heartfelt worried yell came to Ain.


  The leaking light became a bolt of purple lightning, surrounding the black and blue fog.


  “U-understood!　But……! ”


  Even though he wanted to let it go, his hands were seemingly glued to the stone.


  However, as if noticing Ain’s anxiety, the magic stone gave out a mysterious warmth.


  (I wonder what is……this……?)


  It was as if he was being told not to worry, and thus, he gradually regained his calmness.


  His hand was gripping tightly the magic stone due to the tension, but he slowly loosened his grip.


  (──It’s alright……Right‥…?)


  Then, the strong light and wind pressure soon settled.


  The fog surrounding Ain quickly disappeared, and the only thing left was a purple lightning running across his body.


  But even that only flashed for a few seconds before it went quiet absorbed into his body.


  “Is……Is it over……? ”


  “……Yeah. Looks like it’s now over, Father.”


  After all that clash, the three people were greeted by a sudden calmness.


  Returning the magic stone to the pedestal, Ain turned around and faced the two who were approaching.


  “I’m sorry. Looks like I’ve worried you……”


  After he said that, Ain opened and clenched both his hands, then showed an expression filled with a sense of accomplishment.


  “Looks like I succeeded. All across my body, there’s this sense of fulfillment, like I’ve never felt before.”


  It was a feeling like being reborn, like if his five senses had been renewed.


  And even though they had worried about his condition, Ain’s body felt quite light.


  Calming his anxiety down, Silvird laughed loudly causing his wrinkles to become more apparent.


  “HAHAHAHA!　Indeed!　After all, you’ve absorbed the power of a legendary monster! ”


  “Fufu…… Just like your grandfather says. Oh, Ain, you’ve surely become wonderful.”


  With her hands still covering her mouth, Olivia and then hugged Ain tightly against her chest.


  (I never thought I would really get the power of a national treasure magic stone……)


  With his back being gently patted, he remembered the time when he was discarded by the Roundharts.


  Just as he recalled his encounter with God and the life in his former mansion, Silvird began to speak cheerfully.


  “The Dullahan’s armor is a product created by a skill using magic. Maybe Ain will be able to use those powers too.”


  “──C-Come one, let’s look at your status card right away! ”


  Quietly stepping away from Olivia’s chest, he took out his status card from his bosom.


  (Huh……the smell of coffee……?)


  Suddenly, Ain’s entire body was enveloped in a strong coffee scent.


  Was this the taste of the Dullahan’s magic stone?　Coming like an aftertaste like this, it gently healed Ain’s mind.


  “Hey, Ain?　Did something change……or nothing did? ”


  Although her words were calm, Olivia couldn’t truly hide her excitement.


  She urged Ain, looking at him with shining eyes.


  “──Whoaa……It turned amazing……”


  With the rapid beating coming from his chest as background noise, he looked at the numbers displayed in the status card.


  Ain’s eyes opened wide after looking at the drastic changes in the contents.


  Ain Von Ishtalika


  【Job】　Crown Prince


  【Stamina】　１３５５（１１２０ＵＰ）


  【Magic】　２５４１（２１００ＵＰ）


  【Attack】　２１８（１４４ＵＰ）


  【Defense】　５４０（５００ＵＰ）


  【Agility】　95


  【Skills】　Dark Knight／Dense Fog／Toxin DecompositionＥＸ／Absorb／Gift of Training


  


  

  …Oh, I’m getting so strong. This makes me feel like a famous person.


  “Hahahaha! There’s only one word to describe it, and that word is amazing!”


  Sylvird laughed loudly with his eyes wide open. Because it was a magic stone that was called a national treasure, its effect was a considerable result that surprised even him.


  “Fufu… Ain, you have become more amazing.”


  “Ah, um… thank you?”


  “Umu. This is a good result.──But I can’t figure it out.”


  It has been very impressive so far. However, in a complete change from the shock, Sylvird suddenly realized something. He put his hand over his mouth, pondered, and glanced at Olivia.


  “──Olivia. You’re not planning this, are you?”


  When the atmosphere tightened up, Olivia opened her mouth with an expression of contemplation.


  “Ara, have I been exposed?”


  “You, who love Ain so much. You should have known about Ain’s ability to absorb magic stones.”


  …So, where should I start? Olivia continued without saying anything roundabout.


  “Grandfather? What are you talking about…?”


  “It’s not a big deal. It’s just that Olivia had planned this day very carefully.”


  “…Yes?”


  Olivia laughed softly at Ain’s confusion and began to explain her true intentions.


  “…I was afraid to commit root on Logas. I knew it was for the sake of Ishtalika, but I wasn’t ready to give my life to that house and share life and death with Logas.”


  The word “root” was familiar to him. But since he had not heard what it meant, Ain listened quietly.


  “I was not ready to share my body with him as his wife. This is unforgivable. But I am a Dryad. To take root so easily, I sometimes cry just thinking about it.”


  Olivia’s face clouded as she continued to speak.


  “But I was married. If we don’t have a child, the secret agreement between the countries will not be fulfilled. Therefore, I gave birth to Ain as a dryad.”


  Then, Sylvird’s expression became cloudy. He also felt guilty.


  “After that, I just focused on Ain’s happiness. He was compared to his brother, treated in a way he never wanted to be remembered, so there was no reason for him to stay in that house… that was I thought.”


  However, the problem of the sea crystals remained. This is why Olivia went to investigate the sea crystal alone to solve the problem.


  “The power to absorb magic stones. If I announce it in Heim, where the differences in people are still minimal, if I’m not careful, he could be killed.”


  In other words, she knew that Ain was capable of absorbing magic stones. Nevertheless, it would have been ill-advised for her to tell anyone about it in Heim, and so, she couldn’t bring herself to tell anyone. Therefore, she thought of Ain and returned to Ishtalika.


  This was her plan for Ain to get to Dullahan’s magic stone.


  (I-it’s… a lie, isn’t it? That means that she had been thinking about today for that long?)


  The unexpected plan left Ain dumbfounded. But Sylvird, on the other hand, opened his mouth with a serious look on his face and asked Olivia.


  “And Ain is a child born from the Dryad’s special characteristics?”


  Olivia nodded, but her face looked a little embarrassed.


  “What do you mean by “born from the Dryad characteristics”? And what does it mean to take root?”


  “I apologize, but I don’t think I should be the one to tell you that.”


  “Eehh…”


  Ain leaked a weak, lamenting voice. Sylvird laughed at Ain’s voice and said his next words in a slightly harsh tone.


  “I have decided to preach to Olivia. So, I apologize, but I think you should hear it from Warren and the others.”


  After that, they left the treasure room in an extremely awkward situation.


  What are they talking about? Ain wondered, and after leaving them, he walked around the castle looking for Warren.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “Fumu… no matter how many times I see it, it’s still a wonderful stats.”


  “As Warren-dono says. The power of toxin decomposition and absorption, combined with the gift of training that Ain-sama obtained himself! No, there’s no better combination than this…!”


  The place where he had arrived was a salon in the corner of the castle. He found Lloyd and Warren taking a break and told them what had happened in the treasure room. After showing them his status card for more than ten minutes, they looked at it over and over again and let out words of surprise.


  “Ah, Warren-san. I came here because I wanted to ask you something.”


  “To me? Yes, you can ask me anything.”


  “──What does it mean to take root?”


  In the next moment, the air froze. The two men looked at each other and then looked at Ain as if to say something.


  “Suddenly talking about taking root… what’s going on?”


  Warren said to him, and he told him what Sylvird had said before he went to give the speech to Olivia. The content is small, and the information is limited, but Ain explained it in detail.


  “…Haha, I see. So that’s the reason.”


  Lloyd nodded with a satisfied expression.


  “I didn’t understand what it meant at all, and I didn’t get the point of what Grandfather was saying either.”


  In the first place, what are the characteristics of a Dryad? This is where he needs an explanation.


  Then, while the two of them were stammering, a new person arrived.


  “Ah, Ain. There you are-nya.”


  Katima came in with a light-hearted attitude that could be called a helping hand.


  “Huh, Katima-san? What’s wrong?”


  “My little sister asked me to help you, so I came-nya.”


  She walked up to him without hesitation, sat down on the sofa, and threw a piece of tea cake from the table into her mouth. She looked at the two who had been stammering, wiped her mouth, and began to talk.


  “Well, I’ll tell you everything-nya.”


  Ain swallowed his saliva. That is because the mystery is going to be solved at last.


  “A Dryad can produce the same Dryad only once in their life, without intercourse with the opposite sex-nya.”


  “…You mean single reproduction?”


  “Hmm-nya, in the case of Dryads, it’s root division-nya. Although you do need blood from the opposite sex for that-nya.”


  According to Katima, it’s a bit complicated. By sharing a magic stone and a core, a Dryad can give birth to a being that should be their own guardian. Their appearance, personality, and other details reflect the influence of the being who will be their guardian. These characteristics exist for a reason.


  “And the other characteristic is the root-nya.”


  She tossed another tea cake into her mouth.


  I want you to tell me quickly. said the frustrated Ain inwardly.


  “Dryads are a race that can only mate with one person in their lifetime-nya. When they do, they share their life with that other person… which means that this difficult characteristic is taken root-nya.”


  “…Yes?”


  What is this cat talking about? Ain looked at her with such eyes.


  But she’s very serious.


  “What’s with your eyes-nya? It’s the truth-nya! That’s why there are so few Dryads-nya!”


  “…Is that true?”


  When Ain looked away and looked at Warren, he smiled and nodded.


  “I see, then I believe it.”


  “Why don’t you believe me-nya?”


  It’s not that Ain didn’t trust her, but Warren was very persuasive. He was the Prime Minister, and he had that much influence.


  “Well, it’s a bitter pill to swallow-nya. Besides, Dryads have the ability to hypnotize, so by using this ability, she can avoid the night service-nya.”


  It may have been a measure to avoid the so-called nighttime interaction between the couple.


  Ain was appalled by this explanation.


  “And the reason is probably the death of the previous Earl of Roundheart-nya.”


  When Olivia married, she had intended to fulfill her duties. The reason why that feeling quickly dissolved was probably because she was disappointed by many things. As well as her feelings for Roundheart, she was also disappointed with the research team in her home country of Ishtalika.


  ──In the midst of all this grief, she was afraid to take root, to risk her life. This is where the two of the vassals feel a strong sense of regret.


  “…Olivia got away with a bit, but I hope you’ll forgive her-nya.”


  The way she gave birth was unusual, but still, she gave birth to Ain. This is where the fear of taking root, of sharing life, should be taken into account.


  In her distress, she chose to use her characteristics. This was necessary to save her own life.


  “Father also said he was going to preach to her, but he was probably just talking to her.”


  “…Thank goodness. I’m so relieved.”


  Ain felt pity for Olivia, and his heart clenched tightly. It’s the same for Lloyd and Warren, and their expressions are gloomy.


  “Phew… Now that I’ve heard so much about it, I feel relieved and convinced, and I feel really hungry.”


  He laughed in a light-hearted manner.


  “Y-your nerves are so strong-nya…? Or are you just an idiot-nya…?”


  “I must say, I’m relieved that mother is not taken root on fa ─ Logas. That means that there’s no need to worry about her life.”


  Then Ain speaks with a refreshed face.


  “I’ve learned something that I didn’t know, and that’s enough for me.”


  Olivia herself had worked very hard for Ishtalika. She rewarded her own fears by avoiding interaction with Logas. The fact that she had been able to put together a deal for the sea crystals should have been enough to fulfill her duties as a princess.


  “But if the two of you feel that this conversation is inappropriate, I don’t think it can be helped.”


  What do you think? Ain looked at them with such eyes.


  “Royalty has their duty, however.”


  Warren said. Before he could finish, Lloyd opened his mouth.


  “However, due to the fault of our subordinates, we have done a great deal of harm to Olivia-sama.”


  “You are right, Lloyd-dono. Moreover, the secret agreement was broken by Heim in the first place.”


  The condition of the secret agreement was that Olivia’s child would become the head of the family. The first to break this agreement was Roundheart. And Heim didn’t rebuke them for it.


  “We have no intention of complaining about Olivia-sama’s actions.”


  Warren said at last, and Ain took a breath.


  “Hmm? I mean, how did I get born, then?”


  “Dryads are not born from embryos, so they must be born from large nuts.”


  Ain couldn’t make sense of it. He looked at her with eyes that said, “What is this cat talking about?” again.


  “If they are in the human body, their stomachs are usually bigger-nya. When they give birth, they return to their Dryad bodies and drop nuts from the tree branches-nya.”


  I see, I don’t understand.


  However, I had to accept that this was the way of the species.


  “…I mean, Katima-san. I think you’re eating too much.”


  This is because Katima, who is supposed to be here to explain, is throwing tea cakes into her mouth whenever she has time. Doesn’t her mouth go dry when she eats one and then another?


  “Don’t you think you’ll get fat if you eat too much?”


  “Since I used my head, I need something sweet-nya! You’re just saying strange things-nya!”


  From Ain’s point of view, this woman, Katima, was easy to understand. Perhaps it’s because she meows so much that she’s so easy to get along with.


  (That’s what you call feeling like a pet, right?)


  Although he can’t say it out loud, it’s funny to think about.


  “By the way, back to the magic stone, there is actually another magic stone that is considered… a national treasure.”


  Light and wind… the sight of that fog-shrouded scene, he was puzzled as to whether there were more magic stones than that.


  “──Actually, the Demon King’s demon stone is displayed in the audience hall.”


  “Eh… Uee? Is that true? The Demon King that the one that the first king defeated…?”


  He had just heard the heroic tale of the first king. It was said that there is a magic stone of the demon king who appeared in the heroic story of the first king that he had just heard, and he was so surprised that he could not speak.


  “Yes-nya. So, Ain, don’t go to the audience hall when you are hungry-nya. And just so you know, you can’t go to the audience hall on an accidental or not-so-accidental basis either-nya.”


  He was deeply nailed, and Ain turned away with a black-and-white look in his eyes.


  “…I would never do that.”


  “Oya? Ain-sama, why is your face so loose?”


  He was easily noticed, and he sipped his tea uncomfortably. He tried to deceive them, but they laughed at him.


  “His Majesty, the First King, was the most powerful king of all time. Not only in power but also in the heart. We knights admire him.”


  Lloyd repeatedly nodded as he recounted an anecdote that had been handed down to him, though he did not know it at the time.


  “…Stronger than anyone else?”


  Then the current words linger strongly in Ain’s mind.


  The First King was stronger than anyone else, which was only natural since he had defeated the Demon King.


  “Of course. Everyone in this country respects him from the bottom of their hearts.”


  In other words, not only was he a great king, but his power was also at its peak.


  When Ain sorted this out in his mind, he thought back to his exchange with Sylvird.


  “I’m still trying to figure it out, but… I do admire His Majesty the First.”


  He said that, to which Sylvird replied that it was an excellent admiration.


  “──Lloyd-san.


  He noticed something. He spoke to Lloyd in that manner.


  “If someone as strong as the first king, will his name reach Heim?”


  “Of course. No matter how far away the country is, their prestige will reach them.”


  When Ain heard this, he felt assured and got the last piece he hadn’t fitted.


  (Oh, so that’s how it should be…!)


  He could look back at not only Logas and the others, but at Heim itself, and prove Olivia’s worth. Also, as the crown prince, he was perfect and came up with the best way to solve everything.


  (If I work hard enough to have my name reach Heim, like His Majesty the First, then… everything will be solved──!)


  The moment he realized this, his mind was filled with a refreshing feeling.


  “Um… Lloyd-san, how can I become like His Majesty the First?”


  If it had been before he absorbed Dullahan’s magic stone, Ain would not have been able to ask such a question. With the confidence that he has gained thanks to Olivia, he looked at Lloyd with strong eyes.


  


   


  

  “Fumu, it seems that you admire His Majesty the First. That’s great, but… well, yeah…”


  The first king’s accomplishments are immeasurable, a hero who unified the continent and defeated the Demon King. When asked how to become like him, Lloyd was at a loss for an answer. However.


  “…You can’t do the same thing as His Majesty the First. But you can reach the same peaks as him.”


  Warren said.


  “However, that peak is so far away that it is impossible to reach it with a single person’s effort. In other words, you will have to be even more skilled with your sword and in your studies than Lloyd, who has reached the rank of marshal through hard work.”


  “…Yes. I understand.”


  But still, Ain wanted to be a person like the first king. It seems that all emotions and feelings can be resolved collectively, but it is also true that he had a longing for it.


  Ain didn’t give up and gave Warren an intense look who had a testing look in his eyes.


  “──Very well. Then this Warren will help you as much as he can.”


  “Re… really… !?”


  “Yes. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. The knowledge that has been accumulated will become a weapon and may also be useful in wielding a sword.”


  Ain was pleased to have such a reassuring ally. It was not difficult for him to study hard now that he had a clear goal.


  “Well, we better get going-nya!”


  And then Katima stood up vigorously.


  “Ka-Katima-san? Where are we going?”


  “Nyaaa? Of course, we’re going to see the power of Dullahan-nya!”


  “Oh… I see.”


  She, too, had lent a hand in verifying Ain’s power. It was typical of a researcher to want to see for themselves what the results were.


  “Please wait! I still have paperwork to do…”


  “I’ll tear it to pieces-nya! Just go with us now-nya!”


  She replied forcefully to Lloyd, tossed the tea cakes into her mouth, and walked away. Then, with a lumbering sound, she headed out of the salon.


  “Warren! I’m going to have Lloyd practice with Ain-nya. Is it okay?”


  “Hahaha. Actually, I was planning to ask Lloyd-dono and Chris-dono to be Ain-sama’s sword instructors, so this is just perfect.”


  The Prime Minister, the Marshal, and the Vice Commander of the Kingsguard. The three mentors that Ain had obtained were all heavyweights of the great nation of Ishtalika.


  And so, Ain felt a shiver of joy run through his body.


  “Please take care of yourself. I would appreciate it if you could report back to me later.”


  “I’ll report to you. Then let’s go.”


  In this way, Ain’s life in Ishtalika began to unfold in earnest.


  When the three of them had left, Warren leaked a happy soliloquy.


  “Now, let me think of some assignments, too. For the sake of His Majesty in the future.”


  He, too, thought of a few things to do in order to raise Ain as a splendid king. As soon as possible, he would have to start Ain’s studies this evening. Everyone understood that Ain’s goals were high and that it would not be easy.


  “Good grief. Ain-sama is truly a man who resembles him very much.”


  Muttering meaningfully, Warren eventually left the salon.
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  It was the night of the day when Ain absorbed Dullahan’s magic stone.


  At the same time, in Augusto’s house, Krone was alone on the bed, immersed in thought.


  “…I wonder if it’s because I was too shallow.”


  It’s not a lie that she’s in love with Ain. What she can’t stop thinking about is how easily she lost her heart to him.


  “Sigh… Even though I once told other people that… only prostitutes who feel that way.”


  She mocked herself as if to apologize to them. Then she gets out of her bed and goes to her desk. She opened the locked drawer and took out the jewelry she had carefully stored inside.


  Unlike before, it was stored in a solid box, which she hugged carefully and returned to bed.


  “…Geez. I can’t believe he’s just leaving on his own.”


  She grumbled weakly and smiled despite her feelings. She thought back to that day and that night over and over again. She could not get rid of the image of Ain’s kind face as he offered her the star crystal.


  And then there’s a knock on her room’s door.


  “Who is it?”


  “Please excuse me, Ojou-sama.”


  “The person who came to see her was the mansion’s servant.”


  “Master has asked me to check on the progress of your assignment.”


  Father? Said Krone as she sat down on the bed.


  “How is the assignment that Master gave you last night?”


  “It is already done; you can take it with you.”


  “…Yes? By finished, do you mean all of it?”


  “Yes, that’s what I’m saying. You can bring me the next assignment.”


  The servant was amused to see Krone talking as if it were obvious.


  “It was surprising. Master said it was supposed to be for a week.”


  “Well, it was easy if I concentrated on it.”


  Besides, she promised ─ she promised that by the next time she saw him, she would be even better…


  The words and content were vague, but this promise was one of the remaining links between her and Ain, who was now royalty. It gave her the emotional support she needed to work hard.


  “U-understood… Then, I’ll tell the Master about it.”


  “Please do. Oh, and can you tell father to make the next assignment a little more difficult?”


  “…Understood.”


  The servant thought. Even this task should be difficult for the young Krone. The young lady was always out of the ordinary, the servant thought, smiling inwardly.


  “Are you done here? I’m sorry, I was in the middle of some thinking.”


  “N-no. Actually, the head of the family has informed me to…”


  “From grandfather?”


  She gave the servant a suspicious look and asked to continue.


  “He told you to prepare a letter for him… that’s what he said.”


  “──Y-you should have told me that first! Now, I have to hurry up and get it ready…!”


  She stood up with vigor and went to her desk. She also put down the star crystal with great care.


  “Oh, but… what should I write… I’ve never written a letter to the opposite sex before…”
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  She had been so confident earlier, but now she was confused by just one letter. The servant found it adorable, chuckled, and offered a helping hand.


  “If you don’t mind, why don’t you ask the head of the family? He knows a lot about poetry.”


  Besides, he would also want Krone to rely on him.


  “Y-you’re right…! Thank you, I’ll go to my grandfather’s room then…!”


  “Understood. Please be careful.”


  She walked hurriedly, her glossy, pale blue hair swept away. It was a rare sight for Krone, running in a hurry. Her expression was stricken with several emotions, but it was clear at a glance that she couldn’t hide her joy. She was more happy to be able to send the letter than to answer it.


  “Oh, dear… Good luck with that, Ojou-sama.”


  The servant cheered her on from the shadows as she displayed the charm befitting her age. With this support, Krone’s steps became even faster.


  “Yes, I’ll also write a letter to Olivia-sama… Oh, no, I’ll have to consult with grandfather about this…!”


  There are so many things she wants to write. There is no limit to the number of things she wants to say. She thought of him, who was far away, across the sea, and her steps were light. Her cheeks flushed, and she wondered in her mind what he would be doing now.


   


  Chapter 5 - Extraordinary Power & Magic Stone Store


  The season changes, and it is now in the early summer. It was a fine day with sunlight streaming in. Chris was walking into the castle with a letter in her hand, wondering what to do with it. It was addressed to Ain, but because of the particular circumstances, she was wondering if she should give it to him.


  For now, she needed to find Ain… and was walking around the castle when she heard…


  “Nyahahahaha…! The crown prince, the crown prince did such a technique… nyahahahaha!”


  “At any rate, it’s a success, so I guess it’s good.”


  “There are some monsters that are considered national disasters-nya. What would happen if you absorbed their magic stones-nya…?”


  Ain, who is Chris’s objective, tossed his brown hair, which was inherited from Olivia, and stated happily. The place was in the courtyard, where he was doing something with Katima, who was laughing hysterically.


  “Huh? What were you two doing?”


  Actually, Ain had plans to visit the outside of the castle with Chris and Lloyd after this. There was also the matter of the letter, so it was fortunate that she was able to find him right away like this.


  “Fufufu! Eight months of hard work. After eight months of hard work, our research has finally borne fruit! Yes, let’s celebrate!”


  “Co… Congratulations…?”


  Chris clapped his hands with a look of incomprehension on her face to get Katima in a good mood.


  “I see… Come to think of it; it’s been eight months already, hasn’t it?”


  She felt sentimental about the fact that it had already been eight months since Ain’s arrival. She remembered that a lot had happened in those eight months. Chris and Lloyd had been his teachers, teaching him the sword and training him to control his absorption powers, and Ain’s life at the castle had been vivacious.


  Then, over the winter, Ain turned six years old and grew to a reasonable height. Chris couldn’t help but smile when she saw how much taller he was than when they first met.


  “By the way… what research is this?”


  “I’d like to explain in detail, but I’ve got other work to do! Chris! Take care of Ain!”


  “Y-yeah… Leave it to me.”


  Then, Katima suddenly stormed off. The way she carried one of the crates as she left made everyone feel hurried.


  “Ah, Chris-san. How was the meeting?”


  Chris gave a pained look at his words.


  “…The report was not one that made me feel good.”


  Rather than a gloomy expression, she seemed to be tormented by negative emotions such as frustration and regret. They say that a beautiful woman is powerful when she’s terrified, and one could feel that power coming from Chris.


  “Warren-sama’s subordinates are currently hiding in Heim. According to the report from them──.”


  According to them, the Roundheart family has been destroyed, but the story doesn’t end here.


  “I see. It was a punishment for breaking the secret agreement. But is that the end of it?”


  “…No. Logas-dono was then appointed as a viscount from a commoner for bringing a child with a holy knight skill to Heim. The name of the family that he wished to have remained the same, Roundheart.”


  When Ain heard this, he nodded deeply, looked up at the sky, and spoke.


  “I knew it. I couldn’t believe that the country would abandon Roundheart after what happened.”


  The head of the family, a man named Logas, is a great general who has made a name for himself in the surrounding countries. Ain thought that after everything that had happened, there was no option but to desert it.


  “They lost their territory, but they received a mansion ─ this is too…!”


  It was too lenient, and it seemed like they were just mocking Ishtalika.


  Chris wanted to say that. But.


  “I don’t care about that. My mother and I are both happy to be separated from them.”


  Ain said that, but Chris’s expression was still stern. The only punishment they were given was a demotion to viscount and confiscation of their lands. This level of punishment wouldn’t lower the mood of not only Chris but also Sylvird and the others.


  “It’s probably because they understand that we won’t start a war that they’ve come to this level of punishment.”


  This is the sweet behavior of Ishtalika, who adheres to the will of the first king, knowing his attitude. For Ain, it was questionable how he could believe so much in the affairs of another country.


  “But Warren-san is going to take retaliatory measures, right?”


  “──Yes. Of course, diplomatic relations will be severed. If Heim’s ship comes, he will deal with it reasonably. And about the matter of Euro…”


  The deal that Olivia personally finalized. The detailed terms of the agreement were also reported at today’s meeting.


  “The amount of the deal, the mining technology to be provided, etc. We’ve also agreed to Euro’s demands.”


  “What were the demands?”


  “Euro is doing business with us. They want us to announce it to the public.”


  They’re not asking us to back them up. Euro didn’t ask for backing, but they did ask for a hint of it. The mere disclosure of this would be enough to put other countries on high alert.


  In fact, Ain could not help but smile at such a reserved request.


  “It turned out to be fruitful enough, and our ship will be heading to Euro soon.”


  “That’s good to hear ─ well then, it’s about time to meet up with Lloyd-san… Huh? Chris-san. What’s up with that letter?”


  “…Oh, you know… this is…”


  She was too distracted. She should have put the letter in her pocket before she called out to Ain. It was already too late. Chris was lost for a reply.


  “Is that, by any chance, a letter from Heim?”


  Chris’s body twitched, and then Ain noticed it and got to the heart of the matter.


  “Um… It’s not that I don’t care about it, but…”


  Ain gave Chris a helping hand, who was lost and asked her to look him in the eye.


  “──Actually, the letter is not from Heim, but from Euro.”


  “Yes? A letter from Euro to me?”


  Chris gave up. No, Chris, who had decided to tell him, opened her mouth. On the other hand, Ain had a puzzled look on his face.


  “I don’t think I know anyone from Euro, but…”


  “I… I apologize. The correct one is, it’s a letter from a Heim nobleman who came through Euro.”


  “A certain nobleman? Didn’t you hear the name?”


  To the unsure answer, Ain wrinkles his brow.


  “…Instead, I have been instructed to tell you this: “I always keep the beautiful flower that Ain-sama gave me,” do you remember about this?”


  Eh, what does that mean? Ain didn’t seem to get it, so he crossed his arms and thought about it.


  “Sigh… As I feared, it is a deception. I’m going to destroy this letter.”


  A Heim nobleman’s harassing us. Chris secretly clicked his tongue. Eventually, she tried to put the letter away in her pocket, but at that moment.


  ”──Could it be. Sorry, Chris-san! Please let me see that letter!”


  He realized that there was only one possibility. At least, there was only one person to whom he had given a flower.


  “Y-yes… I can show it to you, but…”


  Chris handed the letter that she had almost put away to Ain, who was suddenly very excited. He broke the seal with his fingernail and excitedly took out the paper inside.


  “Haha… a flower, so that’s what it means, huh?”


  He unfolded the paper and looked at the words on it. Then, as if immersed in a nostalgic moment, a soft expression appeared on his face.


  “That night. I spent a time when all jewels were hazy. But the only thing that reminds me of that time is the flower that you gave me ─ so that’s it.”


  “A-Ain-sama? It’s like a love letter… Is that what it says?”


  It was a letter that took a lot of effort to be delivered across the country. If it were just a love letter, Chris would have been disappointed.


  “The rest of the letter said, I apologize for not being able to tell you my name. I would like to say my name again when you reply that you will accept me in Ishtalika.”


  The passionate content of the letter made Ain embarrassed. He laughed and hid his embarrassment, then handed the letter back to Chris in a good mood, who looked it over as well.


  “It’s really a love letter, isn’t it…?”


  As Chris said, diplomatic relations would be severed in retaliation, which is probably why it was sent via Euro.


  “…Do you want to respond to this?”


  “I will. Since she treated my mother so well, I would like her to come, as she wishes.”


  Then Chris, who had been puzzled, suddenly felt better. If the other party were also close to Olivia, it would be a different story.


  “I think she would be welcomed if she was also close to Olivia-sama. I’ll let Warren-sama know about this.”


  She ruminated in her mind, trying not to forget. Then she remembered the conversation between Ain and Katima.


  “By the way, what are the results of the eight months of research that you and Katima-sama were talking about?”


  “Oh, that’s… well… this is it.”


  Chris asked, and Ain took out a large claw from his pocket.


  It was a special thing covered with metal.


  “Chris-san, you know what an illusionary hand is, don’t you?”


  “Yes, I do. It’s supposed to be the primary technique used by the Dark Knight… Dullahan.”


  It is a third arm that is created using magic power. Ain has been training for a while now, and this is the only technique of the Dark Knight that he can use.


  Attack power, endurance, and the arm’s length vary depending on the user’s spoonful magic power. Depending on the magic power put into it, the illusion hand alone can wield incredible power.


  “And this claw is a thing that Katima-san has specially made, and when combined with my illusionary hand, it can be used as…”


  Then Ain put his strength into his body. A black tentacle-like arm appeared on his back, and he attached the claw he was holding to the tip of it.


  “I was experimenting before Chris-san came, and I found that if I pierce a monster with this, I could suck out the contents of the magic stone while the monster was still alive…”


  “Huh… How did you come up with such a crazy idea?”
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  She wondered if he had spent eight months on this crazy thing, and she could not say a word. As always, the crown prince has no shortage of stories to tell.


  Chris realized that and said, “That’s good then.” to Ain with a dry voice. Then Ain announced.


  “Oh, the name of it is Darkstraw. It fits, doesn’t it?”


  “…I’ll refrain from answering that one.”


  This was the reason why Katima was laughing so hard.


  Chris muddled up her answer and then regained her composure and led Ain downstairs to see Lloyd.


  


   


  

  Lloyd had prepared a carriage inside the main gate and was waiting for Ain and Chris. Where and what the three of them were going to do from now on ─ the place was a forest about a few tens of minutes away from the royal capital.


  The carriage carrying Ain and the others arrived at their destination, a forest near the royal capital, in a few tens of minutes.


  “The weather is nice, so the air in the forest feels good.”


  “Fufu… Yes, I think so too. Come this way, please.”


  As Ain stepped out of the carriage, he could hear the deep greenery and the chirping of the birds.


  “It’s a beautiful place. It doesn’t seem to be inhabited by monsters.”


  “There are no dangerous monsters in this area. But be careful.”


  Taking Chris’s advice, Ain braced himself.


  The reason why he came to this forest today was to experience a battle with a monster. His sword training had come to an end, so he came here to gain new experience.


  “Then, I will lead the way, so please stay with Chris, Ain-sama.”


  “Understood.”


  Lloyd was in front of Ain. And Chris walked next to him. The two of them were the most powerful forces in the great nation of Ishtalika, and they were more than reliable.


  “Lloyd-san. What kind of monsters appear in this forest?”


  “The most common ones are Forest Rats, Giant Caterpillars, and Green Slimes.”


  Then Chris added some information from next to him.


  “All of them are about one meter in size. They’re not very strong even in a group.”


  “I see. That’s a relief.”


  He felt more at ease. He didn’t think that he wanted to defeat a strong opponent from the start.


  “It will be easier than training with the knights in the castle. Ain-sama is able to fight well, even against knights. If that’s the case, it’s not an opponent you’ll have to struggle with.”


  ──Lloyd said. Then.


  “Just in time… That’s the Forest Rat!”


  From behind a tree, a giant rat appeared. Its gray fur gave it the appearance of a normal rat, but it had two tails and sharp claws. In general, it looked nothing like a normal rat.


  “Ain-sama. Let me show you how to deal with it first──.”


  “No, I’m fine. I’ll think about that while I fight.”


  “…Good luck then.”


  When Chris’s suggestion was rejected, Ain took a step forward. He pulled out an iron dagger and calmly held it up.


  (Okay, let’s go for it.)


  Then Ain repeated a deep breath and calmly looked at the Forest Rat. The next moment, he stepped out and ran toward the Forest Rat.


  “Now, it’s Ain-sama’s first battle. I believe that Ain-sama will have no problem dealing with it.”


  “Yes. It’s a bit of a downgrade from the knights in the castle, so he might be a bit confused about how to deal with it at first…”


  The two of them happily watched crown prince Ain’s first fight. However, their light words were easily betrayed a few minutes later. The reason for this is because of what Ain did to the monster.


  A few tens of minutes later. After defeating the first Forrest Rat, Ain continued to fight many other monsters.


  “…Lloyd-sama. It seems that the monsters here are not enough to challenge him.”


  “Fumu… To be honest, I expected some of this. Since he can even compete with the castle knights with his sword.”


  Chris and Lloyd were looking at Ain from behind as he fought. What they could see from behind was Ain, who was not having any trouble at all with the monsters.


  “Hmm, it’s different from dealing with people, but well… I think I can handle it.”


  Ain said after defeating a Green Slime with one hand.


  In the beginning, Ain was confused about how to fight, but he soon got the hang of fighting monsters.


  “Also, it’s sad that there were only low-quality products.”


  One of the things he was looking forward to was investigating the taste of the magic stones. Neither the Forest Rats nor the Giant Caterpillars tasted good. But the Green Slime seemed to be different.


  “The Green Slime tasted like melon, but…”


  Lloyd, who was listening, laughed out loud as Ain talked about his impressions, which were far removed from his training.


  “Hahahaha! Ain-sama! It looks like you’re not satisfied enough.”


  When a big man like him opened his big mouth and laughed, it was as if the forest was shaking.


  “It’s not like I’m dealing with a human being, so I was a little confused by the differences.”


  “I guess. The monsters must be desperately trying not to be defeated by Ain-sama.”


  If they were running away, it would be heartbreaking, but the monsters of the forest attacked on their own. It’s not a bad experience for Ain to have this first fight.


  “But I’m glad I was this strong today.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. We’ll try to have stronger monsters next time.”


  “Ah… come to think of it, how strong is a really strong monster?”


  The only ones that come to mind that Ain can think of that are stronger than anything else are the Demon Lord… and Dullahan.


  “Yes, there are dragons that are bigger than our battleships, for example.”


  “…I’ll pretend that I never heard of it.”


  Ain said while looking at a nearby Green Slime.


  Ain, who wanted to try out the technique at least once, took out Katima’s special claws from his pocket.


  “Oh, could that be…?”


  Chris noticed it. She had seen it once in the castle courtyard.


  “I thought I’d use it in a real battle since it’s so useful. Is that okay?”


  “No problem. We would like to see your new technique, Ain-sama.”


  Lloyd looked at the rumored research results with great interest. His answer was yes. Ain jumped up and down, and an illusory hand appeared, and Ain attached the claw to it.


  “Lloyd-sama. I’ve heard that the name is Darkstraw.”


  “U-umu… Well, I don’t think it’s wrong in principle… I see…”


  He made up for it with a thin smile, neither saying it was good nor bad.


  Ain stretched out a black tentacle, or perhaps the Darkstraw, without taking notice of the two of them.


  “All right… go!”


  The tentacle’s appearance as it undulates through the air does not seem like a technique that a human being would use. Born by sucking Ain’s magic power, the tentacle extended its claw in a straight line toward the Green Slime.


  …Then.


  “──!?”


  The Green Slime’s body trembles as it is pierced. As the Green Slime’s magic stone gradually loses its color, something like a faintly glowing bubble passes through the inside of the illusionary hand.


  “It’s the life force of the magic stone… I see; it’s basically a straw.”


  “Y-yes. A straw, indeed…”


  It’s a technique that means exactly what it says, but the effect is remarkable. The glowing bubbles eventually stopped as soon as the magic stone turned into a transparent crystal.


  “I wonder if it would taste better if I absorbed it directly.”


  He decided to tell Katima about this achievement when he returned to the castle.


  …The technique is inexplicably unusual, but its usefulness is unquestionable. The black tentacle coming out of the young boy’s back, which alone is unique, pierce the monster and suck its contents. The two who were watching were tormented by emotions that are hard to describe.


  “─Well, Ain-sama. Let’s call it a night, shall we?”


  Lloyd suggested. They can’t continue to be in a daze. Chris nodded quietly as she looked at the sky and saw that the sun was beginning to set.


  “Yes, that’s right. Thank you very much for the precious time today.”


  Ain bowed his head. The two of them replied to Ain with a kind expression and returned to the carriage they had ridden in.


  It was Ain’s first time fighting a monster. If someone were to ask how it went, the answer would be that it was a success.


  


   


  

  On the way back from the forest. Ain, who was taking a carriage through the castle town, laughed inwardly at the atmosphere inside the carriage.


  (It’s totally an air conditioner, isn’t it?)


  On the ceiling of the carriage, there was a thin, square magical device attached. There was a pleasant breeze coming down from there. Thanks to this, they were able to travel comfortably.


  Even in the most trivial of places, Ain could feel a big difference from Heim.


  (But then again, there are all kinds of people here…)


  Beastmen, winged humans, and a wide variety of other races walk through the town. Not only magic tools but also the sight of so many different people can be said to be unique to Ishtalika.


  Then, Ain turned his attention to a certain building. Perhaps that store is… he thought and was strongly intrigued by it.


  “Chris-san! That store is…!”


  The store’s large windows were decorated with several large magic stones. The shop’s door was magnificent, and the word “luxury store” was fitting perfectly to describe it.


  “U-um… Yeah, that’s a store that sells high-quality magic stones.”


  “It’s a well-known store that also distributes magic stones to the castle… Fumu, this is just right. If you’d like, Ain-sama, you can take a look.”


  “L-Lloyd-san… is it okay?”


  “Of course. But I can’t go with you because of my concerns.”


  Lloyd talked apologetically. His concern relates to Ain’s status.


  “I’m wearing my own armor today so that I can accompany you.”


  Chris answered Ain with a smile, and she gave Lloyd a look and put on the helmet she had brought with her. In this way, she hid her golden thread-like hair and her beautiful figure.


  “Excuse me, could you please stop the carriage in that alley?”


  Lloyd instructed the coachman. Not long after, the carriage pulled into a narrow alleyway and stopped.


  “I’ll wait here, and you can go with Chris.”


  Chris stood up and left the carriage first, urging Ain to follow her and lending him a hand.


  “I’m off, Lloyd-san!”


  Ain smiled at Lloyd with a masculine smile and walked off with Chris.


  “Actually, I got some money from my grandfather the other day, so it was just perfect.”


  “From His Majesty? If that’s the case, you can buy any magic stones you like.”


  How much pocket money did Sylvird give him? Chris wondered.


  “By the way, the name of the store is Majolica Magic Stone Shop. There are a lot of magic stones there.”


  They walked for a few dozen seconds and arrived in front of the store. Chris explained it to Ain, and with the same motion, placed her hand on the door of the store.


  “──Ara. Welcome.”


  When Chris opened the door, the shopkeeper’s voice came from inside. But.


  …The door was immediately closed again.


  “A-Ain-sama? Why did you close the door…?”


  Without saying a word, Ain closed the door. It was because the shopkeeper’s appearance was too shocking.


  “I wanted to come to a magic stone store, not a store for special sexual habits.”


  “No, no, no…! This is a real high-class store for magic stones!”


  Chris denied it with great vigor, but it was understandable that Ain thought so. The shopkeeper’s blond hair was greased, and he was wearing suspenders and a bare top. His nipples were covered with magic stones.


  It was rather difficult for him to believe that this was a magic stone store.


  “The owner of this place is a… unique person, but he is also a competent person, you know?”


  Chris said with a troubled look on her face, but she wondered if she could really use the word unique. Ain let out a deep sigh, opened the door with his own hands, and faced the shopkeeper again.


  “I thought this was some kind of prank. Welcome, little customer.”


  “Y-yes… I’m sorry to bother you.”


  “It’s been a while, hasn’t it? Majolica-san.”


  Chris checked that no one was in the store and took off her helmet. Then the shopkeeper, who was called Majolica, smiled.


  “Ara, isn’t it Chris? Are you escorting the little boy here?”


  He asked implicitly about Ain’s background.


  “That’s right. Let’s just say that I am.”


  But Chris didn’t answer clearly. Because although Ain was recognized as the crown prince, he hadn’t been introduced to the public yet. Since only his name was made public, Chris couldn’t just call him Ain here.


  This is what Lloyd was referring to when he mentioned his concern. As a result, Lloyd, who was not wearing his plain clothes armor, could not accompany Ain.


  “Hmm… yeah. Well, a customer is still a customer, isn’t it?”


  Majolica gave up obediently as if sensing the situation.


  “So, do you need a magic stone?”


  “Yes. I came here to see the magic stone.”


  Majolica asked Chris, but it was Ain who answered.


  “Oh, you did?”


  He looked at Ain as if he was assessing him, but suddenly, Majolica’s expression relaxed.


  “Don’t touch the magic stone on the sea crystal pedestal. It will hurt your body, so please be careful.”


  “I understand. I’ll be careful.”


  Ain wondered what it was… Then he explored the 20-tatami mat size of the store.


  Then he was relieved to find that the scent of the magic stone was not too strong. He used to feel a thick smell from the Ripple Modoki magic stone, and he feared that if it was a magic stone store, his nose might be bent.


  However, due to the fact that he had trained himself to control the absorption of the scent, he could only smell it faintly.


  (But then again, there are magic stones everywhere.)


  A gold-colored magic stone that looks like pure gold and one that has lightning-like things raging inside.


  “…..”


  There was even a reddish-black magic stone in a glass case with some kind of carved gold decoration. And then.


  “Huh…? A steak?”


  He could smell the rich aroma of meat coming from the gray 40cm magic stone.


  “Ara, you are sharp. That’s a White Bison magic stone. It’s a high-grade meat monster.”


  I want to try it. It made Ain think that.


  “Well… since you’re with Chris, I’ll sell it to you for 30,000G.”


  Ain took out the gold coins from his leather pouch, appreciating the extra money.


  “Yes, sold. Can you wrap it up so that I can take it when I leave?”


  Majolica took the magic stone that Ain had purchased and gone behind the counter. When he was out of sight, Chris called out to Ain.


  “Ain-sama. Please don’t let anyone know that you smell the magic stone, okay?”


  “Oh… I’m sorry. I was careless.”


  It’s natural that she nailed him so that Ain’s information would not leak out, even if just a little.


  ──Since then, Ain has been enjoying Majolica’s store for about an hour.


  Next to the White Bison magic stone, he bought a magic stone of a monster called Green Wyvern. The price was 52,000G, which was somewhat more expensive than the White Bison.


  “Chris-san. It’s about time──.”


  When he had enjoyed it enough, Ain opened his mouth, saying, “I don’t want to make Lloyd-san wait any longer.”


  “Yes, you’re right. So let’s pick up the goods and go home.”


  “Yes. Wait here for a moment.”


  Majolica replied and went to get the magic stone for Ain to take home. Then, a strange sound reached Ain’s ears.


  “…..”


  He looked in that direction, and there it was, the red and black magic stone he had found when he entered the store. He felt as if he could hear a voice coming from inside the carved glass case.


  “Here you go… Oh, hey, boy. Are you interested in that?”


  “…Yes. I thought it was a beautiful piece of engraving, so I took a look at it.”


  He can’t be foolish enough to say that he heard voices, so Ain deflected his answer by praising the engraving.


  “It’s a special seal. This is a special seal that I put on the stone to seal it.”


  “A seal?”


  “It’s said to have a curse. It is said that it appears in the owner’s dreams and repeated appeals to them, saying, It’s not you, it’s not you…”


  It seems to have been brought to Majolica’s store about five years ago. This is the reason for the seal. Ain was convinced when he listened attentively.


  “It’s really strange, isn’t it? It’s a strange thing to hear voices coming from a magic stone.”


  That said, since the seal is in place, it’s likely to be monitored.


  “…..”


  He still felt something from the magic stone, but it didn’t seem to be evil.


  “Majolica-san. How much is this magic stone… including the case?”


  “Um, I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you… what did you say?”


  He probably pretended he didn’t hear it, but Ain didn’t back down.


  “──P-please stop! It’s not too late before something happens to you!”


  “Majolica-san. How much is that magic stone?”


  Even so, Ain continued. He did not respond to Chris’s interruption.


  (I don’t feel weird about it, and I think it’s possible to have Katima-san investigate it.)


  “…You don’t seem like you’re being charmed by it.”


  His eyes glinted tightly, and he looked at Ain and assured him so. The store was filled with a momentary chill atmosphere. Majolica must have done something.


  “It’s all right. It’s all my decision.”


  “…If there’s any trouble, you can bring it here, Chris, is that okay?”


  “To be honest, I don’t want to agree to it. But I know that he is stubborn… Besides, if it’s Majolica-san’s seal, I’m sure His Majesty will trust it.”


  Chris reluctantly broke down. If there is any effect, it will only be the voice of the example.


  “I’ll only charge you 300,000G for the case, okay?”


  “Yes. I will pay.”


  Ain paid the money without any hesitation. Chris wanted to ask him how much money Sylvird had given him.


  “It was just right because the money I brought with me is now completely spent.”


  But she was relieved to hear these words. It was a lot of money to give to a child, but it made sense when she thought of Ain as the crown prince.


  “Thank you for your purchase. I’ll wrap this up as well then.”


  “Yes, I’ll watch the other magic stones until you finish wrapping it.”


  Ain said and left the side of the two.


  “Geez… what a wonderful one. That His Highness the crown prince.”


  “──W-what are you talking about?”


  Chris was flustered. Majolica wanted to say that she should have tried a little harder if she was going to act.


  “You dug your own grave, you know? What were you said, “His Majesty will trust you,” I think?”


  “Ah… ahaha… W-well, Majolica-san? Please keep this matter to yourself…”


  “I’m not going to tell anyone… Good grief.”


  In the first place, the vice-chief of the knights of the Kingsguard escorts a mere nobleman. That’s already a strange thing to do. He was suspicious from the beginning, but the self-destruction of a moment ago made it clear.


  “Don’t you show that your clumsiness again in front of His Highness, okay?”


  “W-what did you say? I’m not… clumsy!”


  “Who dug the grave anyway?”


  Chris froze at Majolica’s harsh reply while wrapping the magic stone.


  “U… ugh…!”


  Chris’s face turned red, and his eyes were wet.


  Majolica laughed while saying:


  “Look, look, His Highness is going to see you, you know. Now that I have finished wrapping it, you can take it.”


  With a push, Chris went to Ain’s side.


  “Huh? Chris-san, your eyes are red…”


  “…My eyes are just a little itchy, you see.”


  Chris put on her helmet and hid her expression. Ain wondered what was wrong with her, but she left Majolica’s store as if nothing had happened.


  


   


  

  ──On a certain day in Heim’s royal capital. There is a newly built mansion that belongs to the newly born viscount family, but it is too magnificent for a viscount family.


  However, not a single nobleman complained about it, and they congratulated it all together.


  “Sigh… it’s so boring.”


  In the party celebrating the completion of the mansion, Krone looked around while resting her cheek on her hand. The noblemen surrounded the leading figures, Logas and the others, and congratulated them. When she looked at it from the side, she felt like letting out a sigh of relief at how boring the drama was.


  (Sigh… If Ain isn’t here, it doesn’t make sense for those people to come to the capital.)


  She’s being at a loose end and stares at the glass that contained her drink.


  “Ojou-sama, would you like a refill, if you don’t mind?)


  Then an old servant approached her. She was a servant from the Roundhart family, the same woman who had given Ain the cookies in the past.


  “…Yes, I’d like some.”


  After listening to the answer and pouring the fruit water, the servant spoke to the bored Krone.


  “I apologize. It seems you didn’t like this evening’s reception…”


  “No, it wasn’t intended for you people. It’s just that there was no one I wanted to see, so I was bored.”


  “Is the person… you want to see from the Roundhart family?”


  Grint-sama is over there, isn’t he? She said, but Krone snorted and laughed.


  He was no different from the rest of them, and so she was not even interested in Grint.


  “I’m not interested in that child. It’s Ain I wanted to see.”


  She wondered for a moment if she should have used a proper noun, but it didn’t matter. She didn’t like the fact that people thought she was after Grint, but she couldn’t resist.


  “──Have you ever met young master before?”


  Then the servant quickly approached and spoke in a whisper. Her expression was somehow sad, which caught Krone’s attention.


  “Yes. It was at my younger brother… or should I say it was at the introduction of Ain’s younger brother?”


  She said sarcastically, trying to see what the servant would say. If she didn’t like it, she would call her disrespectful and ask to go back to the mansion.


  “No, that was intended as an introduction for the young master.”


  But the old servant replied in a dignified manner.


  “Young master’s big moment ─ we servants have been looking forward to it.”


  “…Are you sure it’s all right to say that?”


  The servant then holds up her index finger and presses it to her lips. So, it’s a private conversation. Krone smiled for the first time today and spoke happily to her.


  “Hey, can you tell me about Ain?”


  This servant should know, she thought, she should be able to tell her what kind of boy he was. Her mood slowly lifted, and she finally saw the value of today’s party.


  “He was hardworking, warm, and kind to the servants… He was a wonderful person.”


  No matter what happened between him and Logas, he worked hard and continued to train, even when he was alone. He was a well-read, good-natured, if a bit out of touch, and a fine eldest son, the servant said.


  “In the storeroom of the new mansion, we also keep the stacks of papers that young master left behind ─ piles of papers, as we call them ─ on the bookshelves.”


  “Is it okay to do that? If they find out… you will be punished.”


  “Therefore, Ojou-sama, if you could keep it a secret… ah.”


  She told Krone happily, despite the possibility of being punished.


  “Come to think of it… please take a look at this. This was given to me by young master.”


  “…A carved wooden animal, perhaps?”


  “Yes. Young master carved it for me.”


  She took out a small wooden bear and showed it to Krone. She was surprised and pleased that he could do such a thing.


  ──She enjoyed Ain’s daily life more than any old story that she did not know. If there had been a drama based on his stories, she would have attended it every day.


  “I got a flower from Ain. It’s a beautiful flower, like the sky full of stars.”


  “Arara… that’s so typical of the young master.”


  Krone didn’t say star crystal but muddled it and smiled at the servant.


  Of course, the servant knows about Krone, who sits right here. She was happy to see that she was smiling happily and that she had wanted to meet Ain.


  “──Krone. I’m sorry I left you alone.”


  Then Harley finally came back to her. Seeing that he had arrived, the servant quietly excused herself.


  “I don’t mind. I was able to hear about Ain, after all.”


  “…It’s better not to say too much. For the sake of your future plans.”


  “I know. But I didn’t want people to think I was looking for someone else.”


  Her eyes glanced at Grint for a moment, and Harley noticed her intentions.


  “Sigh… I understand.”


  When he replied in dismay, Logas came to the seat where they were sitting.


  “Excuse me. We are pleased to welcome the two members of the Grand Duke Augusto’s family to our home ─ And, it is a pleasure to meet you for the first time, Krone-sama.”


  Logas in his formal attire looked dignified, and many women would be attracted to his appearance. However, Krone stood up with a small sigh, looking uninterested.


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you too.”


  If it were her usual style, she would have followed this up with a few more words. But today, her demeanor was stiff, perhaps because she was dealing with Logas, and she fell silent after saying that.


  “…Are you enjoying the party today?”


  “You don’t have to worry about it.”


  She continued to speak to the wondering Logas.


  “There was only one party that I enjoyed.”


  The party that the three of them had that night had been exceptional.


  Logas seemed a little disappointed, and she opened her mouth to say something.


  “By the way, Grint-sama and Shannon-sama seem to be on good terms.”


  “Huh…? Y-yes. As Krone-sama said, they seemed to be a good match.”


  What is this all of a sudden? Logas was confused, but he felt good to be mentioned about Grint.


  “──I was disappointed that he was not able to have a relationship with Krone-sama. But if the boy grows up to be a good man…”


  “Fufu. Being a Holy Knight may indeed be a glorious power. But──.”


  Harley held his head inwardly. He couldn’t believe that his daughter, Krone, would just end up praising Grint.


  “That’s it. For me, I didn’t find him attractive as a person at all. I guess that’s why I never got to know him.”


  She smiled dryly as if it was a trivial matter.


  Isn’t that too rude, no matter how much of a Grand Duke’s daughter she is? Logas felt uncomfortable inside, but he had heard that Krone was such a woman.


  “Haha… that sounds pretty harsh.”


  In the end, he had no choice but to muddle his face with his cheeks tightened.


  “But Logas-sama’s decision was excellent. I think it was a good idea to appoint him as the next head of the family.”


  “…Yes. Grint would have been better for our family and Heim as well.”


  Suddenly there was no sarcasm, no harshness in her words, and Logas was confused again. Perhaps amused by the expression on his face, Krone laughed, stood up, and told his father, Harley.


  “Well then, thank you very much. Then… father. Shall we leave now?”


  “Yes, I think we should.”


  The time was late, and it was customary for the highest-ranking nobles to leave first. When Krone refused to let Logus see them off, she turned to him and said, “Speaking of which…”


  “I think… there’s no one else with the charm and strength of heart that Ain has.”


  Why is Ain’s name…? Logas is amazed with his mouth open. Leaving a ridiculous bomb at the end, Krone leaves the hall laughing in a good mood.


  Once they are in the carriage, Harley asked.


  “By the way, Krone. Why did you praise Logas-dono for his decision?”


  “It’s obvious. Because of that person’s decision, Ain could have become royalty of the best country, right?”


  Regardless of the bumps and bruises along the way, what made Ain happiest was his life in Ishtalika. After all, Krone was consistent in her attitude from beginning to end.


  “Speaking of which, how are the plans for going to Euro coming along?”


  “…Father and I have been talking about it, and it turned out this way.”


  When Graff handed over the head of the family to Harley, he went to the trading city of Birdland to rest and recuperate. In Birdland, there are many lodgings for noblemen, so it is not strange for Graff to go there. Krone accompanies her grandfather on his vacation in order to broaden his knowledge.


  ──In the official stance, the two of them went disappear, and that’s when they headed to Euro.


  “In consideration of the second princess, Olivia-sama, the two of you will wait for a while on a ship in Ishtalika. When they carry the sea crystal, the two of you will cross over to Ishtalika together. That’s how it goes.”


  “…I understand. I’ll be sure to express my gratitude to you as well, father.”


  Maybe this will be the farewell of father and daughter in this life. When Krone and Harley looked at each other, they were immersed in a sad atmosphere.


   


  Chapter 6 - Unprecedented Entrance Exam


  The season was nearing autumn, and the mornings and evenings were getting a little chilly. In one corner of the castle, the knights’ training ground was bustling with activity.


  “Ah… t-that’s right…! There, you should press him at once…!”


  “Arara, Chris. Do you really want Ain to win so badly?”


  “Of course! If it’s Ain-sama, he will surely be able to win!”


  Chris showed an excited look next to Olivia as they sat down in the corner of the training ground. In front of their eyes, there was a small stage like an arena. The people standing there were Ain and a castle’s knight, and they were in the middle of a mock battle.


  “──Haaaahh!”


  Ain’s height is taller than average, but he is still a young boy. But rather than strength, he uses skill and tact to wield his sword against a full-fledged knight.


  “Kuh… I can’t get my aim… in line…!”


  To put it badly, he moves around restlessly; to put it better, he moves in a small circle and moves around the knight busily. One can tell that the knight’s physical strength has been exhausted, and he’s out of breath.


  (Thanks to Dullahan’s magic stone, I can somehow cover my physique…! It’s a bit unfair, but I have to use it effectively…!)


  It’s a battle of swords and physical strength, without the use of illusory hands. However, there is no denying the fact that he can compete in this way thanks to his significantly increased stats. However, it is also true that the effort of Ain himself is also involved here, and it is also true that he is able to cross over with his skills.


  “…Ain-sama… it’s my win!” Said the knight while he swung his sword. Ain dodged and took the opportunity to slip into his chest. The knight desperately tried to move out of his reach, but Ain was already in complete striking distance.


  Eventually, Ain’s dagger is swung up.


  “Hah… hah…!”


  The dagger was pointed at the knight’s neck. It was at that moment that the knight tried to adjust his stance.


  “──T-this is my defeat.”


  Then the knight dropped his sword to the ground, raised both hands, and hoisted a white flag.


  Today, it’s been a little over a year since he arrived in Ishtalika. Ain had finally defeated the elite knights of the castle. As the sound of the wooden training sword rolling echoes, Ain finally realizes it.


  “I’ve won… I’ve won, mother!”


  The bright smile on his face oozes a strong sense of accomplishment and happiness. He walked lightly over to where Olivia was sitting and told her how happy he was.


  “You really worked hard… Ain. It was really cool.”


  Olivia hugged Ain, unconcerned about the sweat he had beaded and without worrying about the dress she was wearing getting dirty.


  “Chris-san, thank you so much for always teaching me how to use a sword!”


  Then, he thanked Chris, his sword instructor, and bent his waist to bow his head. She hurriedly waved her hands in confusion, probably because the crown prince had bowed to her.


  “A-Ain-sama! You shouldn’t do that…! I’m happy for you too, so please raise your head!”


  Her hair was as beautiful as gold thread, and her gesture was cute despite her appearance. Although she’s a bit clumsy, her rich emotions are very appealing.


  “…Come, Chris, why don’t you give him a compliment too?”


  C-compliment? Said Chris, flustered.


  She didn’t know how to praise him, and in the first place, how could she praise the crown prince himself?


  Chris didn’t feel calm inside, but after repeating a few breaths, she came up with an idea.


  “N-now, if you’ll excuse me? You’ll have to excuse me…!”


  Holding back the urge to tsukkomi, Ain waited patiently to see what she would do. Eventually, she approached Ain, bent down, and brought her gaze close to Ain.


  “──You’ve worked hard a lot and a lot, haven’t you? You were really strong and admirable in that fight just now…?”


  Ain wondered what she was going to do, but she dropped to her knees, looked at him, and slowly reached out with her hand. It went to Ain’s head and gently stroked it with her tender hands.


  (I get petted a lot… I’m still a kid, after all. It can’t be helped.)


  As her long hair fell in front of her chest, a soothing and gentle scent surrounded Ain.


  “Ah… U-um… Thank you very much.”


  He seemed dumbfounded and lost his bearings, but his embarrassment prevailed, and he put on a complicated expression.


  “H-huh? So you didn’t like it after all…? P-please don’t look at me like that…!”


  “Geez, Chris. It’s not that Ain dislikes it──.”


  Yes, he doesn’t dislike it at all. It’s more like…


  “Chris-san! It’s okay! Please don’t look so sad! And mother, too! It’s embarrassing, so please don’t say it!”


  It was quite a shocking sight to see the face of a beautiful woman who looked so sad in front of him. If a single tear had been shed, it would have been extremely destructive.


  “Fufu. She’s so cute, so… it’s a pity.”


  Olivia made a gesture of sticking out her tongue like a naughty child. Ain inwardly praised her, saying that she was as pretty as ever but still cute.


  But still, it felt good. It felt as if his body was filled with vitality, and his head was filled with a sense of comfort. Then the sound of applause reached his ears.


  “You have achieved it, Ain-sama!”


  Lloyd approached Ain with a big smile on his face, and Ain wondered how long he had been here.


  “Now, I cannot allow you to lose to His Highness, whom you are supposed to protect. Run around the outer wall until the sun goes down.”


  “Ha!”


  He should be praising Ain for winning, but… The knights who were ordered to do so bowed to Ain and Olivia and ran to leave the training ground.


  “Lloyd-san? Um, you shouldn’t be so strict.”


  “It’s not like that. Ain-sama has indeed become more reliable, but from the standpoint of the marshal, it would be unacceptable to do nothing for him.”


  “That said, it just so happens that thanks to the skills I was born with, I was able to absorb magic stones…”


  Therefore, he felt a little bad even if he could beat the knight.


  “No. That should be the result of your own efforts, Ain-sama!”


  Lloyd returned in a strong tone.


  “If not for your training, you would not have been able to use your power like this! Therefore, this is all a result of your own efforts!”


  Olivia and Chris seemed to agree with that opinion, and both of them nodded deeply.


  Ain was praised so directly that he smiled a little embarrassed.


  “Even so… it’s hard to believe that you’re the crown prince.”


  It’s not a disparaging remark but a compliment in his own way. His training gear is covered in dirt, his wounds are still healing, and his brown hair is disheveled from sweat. It’s not just that he’s mischievous, it’s that he understands Ain’s sense of purpose, and that’s why Lloyd is so happy to see him like this.


  “──Even if it’s just one step at a time, I’m sure you’re getting closer to His Majesty the First.”


  He mentioned the existence that Ain admired.


  “Well… with this kind of dirt, people won’t believe you when you say you’re the crown prince.”


  With sweat and dirt and wounds that are still healing, this is not how a crown prince should look.


  “By the way, I’m ready as well, so let’s get started when you’re ready.”


  “…Yes?”


  What is it that he is getting ready for? What is he planning to do? Ain wondered. He looked at Lloyd with a puzzled expression, and his lips loosened up in a chic way.


  “I’m going to have a mock battle with the knights as well. The only reason I haven’t crossed swords with Ain-sama until now is because I was concerned about the danger involved. But Ain-sama defeated the knight… So that’s how it is.”


  …I see, then I won’t be hesitant to be allowed to practice with a partner with higher skill. Ain said.


  Ain picked up a sword and headed for the arena. Lloyd’s huge body is standing in front of him and is looking more powerful than ever.


  (It’s not just like a big rock, it’s like a big mountain.)


  He has no hope of overcoming Lloyd, and the result is obvious since he will be practice against a higher skill partner. However, the prospect of a mock battle with Marshal Lloyd, the pinnacle of the superpower Ishtalika, made Ain’s heart leap.


  (He’s a man who has risen to the top through hard work. It’s not going to be easy…)


  “A-Ain-sama! Lloyd-sama is not good at the… bottom step!”


  Ain laughed and replied to Chris’s words as she shouted while expanding her hands.


  “Wait, Chris! That’s not the kind of thing you should be teaching!”


  Next to her, Olivia laughed and put her hand over her mouth. On the other hand, Chris was probably wondering whether to say something, but her desire to cheer him up won out in the end.


  “What else? Is there anything else?”


  “There are no others! So… please do your best!”


  She closed her lips tightly, grasped her hands, and held them in front of her chest; she must be really rooting for Ain.


  (There are none, huh…? No, I’ll do my best.)


  As soon as his strength was restored, he took a step toward Lloyd.


  “──Hey, isn’t it strange! Lloyd-san! It’s not the kind of power you should show to a six-year-old boy.”


  The training swords are supposed to be made of wood, so how did this happen? Seeing that the ground has been gouged out as if a small meteorite had hit it, the extraordinary power is astounding.


  “However, to be able to dodge such an attack… you have really grown up strong!”


  There was no way he could catch such an attack! He desperately tried to dodge it while looking at the situation.


  Lloyd is fast, robust, and too strong.


  “I-I give up…”


  Realizing that it was too early for him, he collapsed to the ground when he was at his limit. He would have liked to praise himself for having fought so well for a few minutes.


  “Um…would you like some water?”


  “Ah, Chris-san… I’d like to have some, but I think it’s better if you stay away from me at the moment.”


  “Eh? W-why?”


  When she approached him with concern, Ain answered with a tired look.


  “…I’m so exhausted that I might end up sucking the magic stone in your… body.”


  She then hurriedly backed away and hugged her bountiful chest with her arms.


  “You can’t absorb it, okay…?”


  (Why are you holding your breasts, Chris-san?)


  Thus, Ain’s training was over for the day, and he went to the bath, exhausted.


   


  ──That evening.


  After getting ready for bed, Ain went to Olivia’s room.


  “Ain, you should be getting ready to go to the academy soon.”


  As he sat down on the sofa and had a brief conversation with her, she started to say something like this. It’s already autumn, and Ain will be seven years old when winter comes.


  He was curious about the academy, as he had heard about it.


  “What kind of academy am I going to?”


  “The academy in the royal capital, where father is the director. …If you prefer a different school, there is one in the port city…”


  But that means living alone, away from Olivia. As proof of this, she wipes away a few tears.


  “I think the academy in the royal capital would be best. That way, I won’t be separated from mother.”


  The two of them were sitting next to each other on the sofa. Olivia hugged Ain, as she was happy with Ain’s words.


  “Sheesh… you really are a good kid, aren’t you? Then, you might go to the academy in the royal capital by water train.”


  “Huh? Is it okay for the crown prince to go to school by water train?”


  “It’s okay because you’ll be accompanied by a guard.”


  I see. So it’s okay if there is a guard. Said Ain.


  He was surprised that it wasn’t as strict as he thought it would be.


  “Yes, I’ll tell you what kind of academy Ain is going to.”


  Olivia began to explain about the academy in the royal capital.


  The name of the academy is the Royal Kingsland Academy of Ishtalika. Kingsland is the name of the royal capital of Ishtalika, and they are using it as it is. However, to make matters worse, there is also a National Kingsland Academy.


  (How confusing… Please rename it…)


  The Royal Academy has the name “Royal” on it, and its director is Sylvird. In addition, the difficulty level of the Royal Academy is higher than that of the National Academy, and the number of students is less than half of that of the National Academy.


  “So, you can take the entrance exam based on your strengths──.”


  For example, history or law. Of course, you can also take the exam based on your skill with swords or magic.


  However, Ain was confused.


  “In my case, my strengths are Toxin Decomposition EX and the dark knight.”


  It’s hard to determine how to use them. It’s so unique that he’s not sure if he should even use it.


  “Yeah… I also think those two are difficult to use.”


  Normally, a dark knight would not reside in a person. He should avoid using it for the test. In that case, he would have to use Toxin Decomposition EX. But because of the Toxin Decomposition EX’s uniqueness, there are no plans to release it to the public yet.


  “So I have to do it with a sword…?”


  “It’s unfortunate that you can’t use the power you have, but I think it’s for the best.”


  “Well… if that’s the case, I’ll take the entrance exam with swordsmanship.”


  Lloyd and Chris. He could show them his polished swordsmanship. His efforts are such that he has gained the gift of training. Moreover, the training he had continued after arriving in Ishtalika. Perhaps it was because of these two things that Ain was able to become what he is today.


  “Ain can even beat the knights of the castle. I’m sure you’ll be fine in the sword test.”


  “I’ll try my best. Speaking of which, when is the exam?”


  “Because there are so many people taking the exam, it’s held every month before winter.”


  If it’s held every month, Ain thought, he might as well finish it quickly. It’s not something that needs to be dragged out.


  “In that case, I’d like to finish it right away, and can I take the most recent entrance exam?”


  “Yes, I understand. I’ll take care of the necessary procedures then.”


  


   


  

  There was no training for the entrance exam. This is because Ain has been training in a way that the crown prince does not usually do. He swings his sword early in the morning, studies in the afternoon, and at night, he does a short training session and studies before going to bed.


  “Ain-sama. Would you like to go outside for some refreshment?”


  Chris said to Ain on his day off a few days after he had decided to take the entrance exam.


  “…Outside? Sure, I’d like a change of scenery, but… where?”


  It was a beautiful day and the morning sun was pleasant. Chris walked over to Ain, who was reading a book in the courtyard of the castle. They seemed to have gotten to know each other quite well, and slowly, Chris’s tone was changing to softer.


  “Since there’s still the matter of the announcement, I thought we could go to the beach behind the castle.”


  “Oh. Was there such a place?”


  He heard that there is a small sandy beach behind the castle that serves as an emergency escape route. It was a short distance away, but it didn’t seem like a bad change of pace.


  Ain got up from the lawn and walked behind Chris to the beach.


  A hard thumping sound of two people echoed through the hall of the castle. The surface of the stone was polished to a glossy shine, creating a somewhat sacred atmosphere today. Occasionally, He would pass by servants and knights and be bowed to.


  Chris, a beautiful elf woman, walks in front of him. As he was watching her dignified walk, she suddenly stumbled.


  “──Kyaa!”


  The tip of her shoe bumped against the ground, and one of her feet lost its balance. She didn’t fall. But there is definitely a momentary crack.


  “…Now, this way, Ain-sama.”


  “I understand. Also, is your leg okay?”


  He was going to smile and get it over with, but then he felt the urge to point it out. Chris stiffened at Ain’s words and fell silent with a tight smile on her face.


  “Your leg, is it okay?”


  This was getting a little amusing. Instead of trying to divert, Ain asked with genuine concern.


  “U… Ugh… You know what you are asking, don’t you…?”


  Naturally, for all intents and purposes, he knows.


  “Huh? Have I been found out?”


  “A-as expected from Olivia-sama’s child… Sheesh, Ain-sama.”


  That’s natural. We’re a parent and child, so we’ll inevitably have similarities. At last, Ain smiled and laughed at the success of the prank.


  “Geez… Well, we finally arrived.”


  Eventually, she stopped at the far… end of the corridor, where the sunlight was less intense.


  “The door to the beach is surprisingly modest, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. It’s not used very often… but it’s a nice place.”


  The door is made of wood, not old-fashioned, but it’s plain compared to the other castle doors. When opening the door with a light squeaking sound, a cool breeze flows in.


  “──It’s true, it’s a nice place.”


  Several steps brought him to a modest but magnificent sandy beach. He walked down a slope made of stone bricks and landed on the white sand. The pale blue sea was crystal clear, and the scenery against the surrounding rocks was beautiful.


  “It’s already cold, but you can swim in the warm season.”


  “By the way, Chris-san, can you swim?”


  “Let’s see… Ah! Let’s get a little closer to the beach!”


  You can’t swim, can you? But Ain didn’t ask because Chris had just ignored it earlier.


  He walked with Chris and stepped on the silky sand.


  “Ain-sama, how are your preparations for the entrance exam going?”


  “Hmm… Actually, I think my regular training will be enough.”


  On the contrary, he would like to ask if there is any further training.


  “Well, yes. I’m saying this, but if you can beat the knight in the castle, you’ve already passed the test.”


  “If you say so… it is probably right.”


  They sat down on a nearby rock and talked to each other while listening to the waves’ sound. The sea breeze shook Chris’s hair, and the string of the hair clip that held it in a ponytail came undone.


  “Oh… I’m sorry. Please let me put it back on.”


  She stretched out her shapely fingers, picked up the string, placed it in her mouth, and combed her hair. Ain noticed that her hair, which was as shiny as gold thread, was now gathered without tangling under her fingers, exposing the nape of her fair skin.
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  (I-it was very stimulating…)


  The gesture alone is lustrous. If it were a woman like Chris, it would be impossible for a man not to admire her. The scent of the flowers that came with each flick of her hair also burned his brain, and Ain’s heart rate increased. Eventually, when she had finished tying up her hair, Ain managed to calm down.


  “H-hmm? Ain-sama, your face is red… Are you feeling sick?”


  Without knowing how he was feeling, Chris asked him with a nonchalant look on her face. This was somewhat frustrating, and Ain smiled bitterly.


  “No, I just thought that Chris-san was surprisingly unfair.”


  “I’m unfair? E-eeh… I’m not really sure about it, but is there something unreasonable…?”


  It is certainly unreasonable, but it is also her fault for tickling the man’s feelings.


  Yes, Ain said with a smile and listened to the sound of the waves as before.


  “…Geez.”


  Her voice was muffled, and she let out a cow-like* sound for the umpteenth time today.


  [T/n: Moo/Mou (もう).]


  But it’s only for a short while.


  “That said… the examiner is a pretty famous guy, you know.”


  “You mean he’s strong?”


  “He’s stronger than a knight of the castle. He used to be a famous adventurer who was recruited out of retirement.”


  The fact that it seemed to be the most challenging academy to get into lifted Ain’s spirits. The word “famous adventurer” was also an exciting factor for him.


  “Even if you don’t win, you will pass if you show your ability, so please don’t worry──.”


  “No, I’ll aim to win. I can’t be so pathetic as to give up now.”


  Ain’s eyes, staring at the waves, were much more robust than before. Chris, who was taken aback, saw this and put her hand on her moist lips and smiled.


  “Fufu… I will guide you on the day, so I will be waiting for your victory, Ain-sama.”


  The sound of the waves and her voice. Although it was different from a music box, it sounded similarly gentle. This change of pace was just right. It helped with the fatigue that had been building up lately, and it cleared Ain’s head.


  ──Then, Ain had a question.


  “Can Chris-san and Lloyd-san defeat fat… Logas?”


  “Ah… ahaha… are you asking me that?”


  She tilted her head as if troubled.


  “Should I not have asked?”


  “No, no. It’s not that there’s anything wrong with it, but… well, okay. I’ll show you the answer.”


  She clears her throat lightly and stands up. Taking her sword from her waist and sheathing it, she distances herself a little from Ain and speaks out.


  “I’m going to drop this on the beach now, so from the moment it falls, don’t lose sight of me, okay?”


  “…..? Yes, I understand.”


  He nodded curiously, though it wasn’t an answer.


  In the end, she let go of the sword as she had said, and within a few seconds, it fell to the beach.


  “──Eh?”


  Even though he was told not to lose sight of her, he blinked, and the next moment, he lost sight of Chris. Where did she go? Ain hurriedly looked around.


  “Over here, Ain-sama.”


  A finger poked him on the shoulder, and when he turned around, he saw Chris. Chris crouched down on her knees, looked at Ain, and then he asked.


  “W-when did you get to that place…?”


  “It was the moment the sword fell to the ground. Logas-dono should have lost sight of me, as Ain-sama did. …So that means I am stronger than him.”


  It was gratifying to know that she had put the answer into practice, and he was grateful that she had taught him firsthand.


  “Also, Lloyd-sama should be able to beat him in a contest of pure strength.”


  “… I suppose.”


  The other day, he had a mock battle with Lloyd. It is true that since he can do such a thing with just a wooden sword. It seems like he could win with just his arm strength alone.


  “But it’s okay. Ain-sama should eventually be able to detect my movements.”


  She said with a jewel-like smile, crossing her hands on her knees as she crouched down and attached them together.


  “How many years do you think it will be, then?”


  “…About ten years, I guess?”


  “I see… That’s quite a long time.”


  It can’t be helped, but it looks like there’s still a long way to go.


  “Fufu… Don’t worry, it’s just the beginning.”


  Mmm… Chris smiles happily at Ain, who is now pondering.


  (I was thinking that I want to be as strong as His Majesty the First, but I have to surpass Lloyd-san and Chris-san, too.)


  The wall is high. No, it’s too high. Although he knew he had to get over it, it seemed like he would have a lot of trouble.


  “There’s no one stronger than Chris-san and Lloyd-san in Ishtalika, is there?”


  “…No, there is.”


  She sat back down right beside Ain and answered in a slightly serious tone of voice.


  “When we go to the forest, Lloyd-sama said that there is a huge dragon, right?”


  “Yes, he did, but…”


  “──It’s a monster called the Sea Dragon, and it’s classified as a national disaster. It has been a hundred or two hundred years since it came, and it has taken a lot of lives.”


  Lloyd said that it was bigger than a battleship in size. It is certainly not a monster that one person can take on alone.


  “Also, the Demon King’s close aide is still alive. I’ve felt his presence before, but…”


  It was said that she felt such overwhelming strength that she could not compete from the beginning.


  …There were several threats lurking in Ishtarika, which was thought to be a peaceful country. Ain was nervous, but after a short pause, he nodded strongly.


  “I’ll become strong enough to defeat them. Otherwise, I won’t be able to achieve my goal.”


  “I believe your goal is… His Majesty the First, right?”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  She brought her fingertips to her mouth and looked at Ain with a puzzled expression.


  “Come to think of it, why is His Majesty the First your goal? I’ve never heard about it…”


  “Huh, haven’t I told you that?”


  She nodded in approval.


  When he thought about it, he certainly had never mentioned the core of the matter.


  “──At first, I wanted to get back at Heim.”


  “You don’t care about Heim anymore, and yet you want to…?”


  “I was still frustrated. But the underlying reason was that even mother was despised.”


  “…I see.”


  Recalling the anecdotes of the Demon King and the First King, Ain said further.


  “When I longed for it, I had just become the crown prince. I didn’t know what to do, but I still had that regret.”


  “So that’s how you came to know about His Majesty the First?”


  That’s a reason Chris could not help but understand. She nodded, meaningfully but in sympathy with Ain.


  “I found out that the best way to solve all my problems at once was to become like the First King.”


  “H-huh? Excuse me, but it seems like we’ve gone off on a tangent…”


  Troubles? Solution? Chris was puzzled.


  “If I’m strong enough, I can look back at Heim and get rid of my mother’s despised past. As the crown prince, it would be great if I could become someone like His Majesty the First… That’s why I chose His Majesty the First.”


  “T-that’s why you’ve set your goal on a person who has defeated the Demon King…?”


  She wondered about his sanity, whether he was trying to achieve that goal just because it was the best way. But Ain nodded with a very carefree smile.


  “Right? It may be that I was overly cocky after absorbing Dullahan’s magic stone, but I still believe that my choice was the right one.”


  It was a thought that he had been reluctant to express, but now that he had the power, he had the confidence to realize it. That’s why Ain was able to make it his goal.


  “Would it be disrespectful to give this reason? To His Majesty the First, whom everyone respects.”


  “…No, His Majesty the First would be pleased. No, I’m sure he’ll be pleased to hear that someone with his blood in their veins is willing to follow in his footsteps.”


  Some people might think of him as a fool or a big shot. But Chris thought. He’s a great kid, and he’s going to show everyone something great.


  “I’m glad to hear that. I hope you will continue to train me.”


  The two of them spent the next hour or so talking on the beach. At lunchtime, Ain was hungry, so they left the secret beach.


  


   


  

  A few days after the day he had talked with Chris, it was the morning of the entrance exam. Chris was hiding her appearance with her helmet, just as she had done before when she went to Majolica’s store.


  (It took a surprisingly long time to get here.)


  After leaving the castle, Ain went to the White Rose Station, one of the largest stations in Ishtalika. The train he took this time was not the royal train but the civilian water train. After fifteen minutes on the water train, they got off at the nearest station to the academy.


  “There are so many people here.”


  He looked at the city streets as they headed for the entrance test venue and opened his mouth to Chris.


  “This area is in the royal capital, but it’s called an academy district. Not only students, but also researchers and the student parents come here, so it’s always crowded.”


  Ain was impressed by the bustling atmosphere that made him think it was a festival.


  “I don’t like to be crowded, but I’ll do my best to pass.”


  When he looked around, he saw several people with knights as their bodyguards.


  “There are many noblemen’s children, aren’t there?”


  “That’s right… The children from the royal capital basically go to this academy district.”


  That’s why it’s so crowded. He smiled bitterly and agreed with Chris, and she continued with her surprising comment.


  “Speaking of which, Lloyd-sama’s child also goes to the Royal Kingsland Academy.”


  The words were too much for Ain to respond immediately. His eyes widened, and he looked at Chris with his mouth wide open.


  “L-Lloyd-san’s child? …Eh? Lloyd-san is married?”


  “Oh, you didn’t know about that…? I thought you knew…”


  The helmet made it impossible to see Chris’s expression, but Ain could tell that she was confused and smiling like she was in trouble.


  “I never heard a word about it.”


  “U… Umm… W-what should I do…?”


  Chris began to wonder what she should do. Apparently, Chris was wondering if she could explain this to him.


  “N-no, no…! But if it’s Ain-sama, it’ll be okay… It won’t be a problem, yeah.”


  Chris cleared her throat and looked at Ain as if to encourage herself.


  “Lloyd-sama’s wife is Martha-san, you know.”


  “Eh ─ Y-you’re lying, aren’t you?”


  It was natural for him to be surprised. In any case.


  “That petite Martha-san and the big beast-like Lloyd-san are husband and wife…?”


  The truth is too much for Ain, who loses his usual composure.


  “Please calm down. A lot of people think that way… No, everyone thinks that way.”


  “Right? Besides, I didn’t feel like they were married in the slightest.”


  “Both of them are in a position to do so, and they don’t make such gestures in the castle.”


  They didn’t talk or act like a married couple. This is the reason why Ain could not notice it.


  In the first place, Ain basically never leaves the castle. There is a part of him that is not familiar with the outside world’s information; there is nothing that can be done about this.


  ──While they were having this conversation, they arrived at the Royal Kingsland Academy, the venue for the test. After learning the shocking facts, he pulled himself together to face the test.


  “This is the Royal Kingsland Academy.”


  (It’s a large… academy, or rather, it’s like a castle…)


  His first glimpse of the academy left him with this impression.


  Inside the large gates, there are many buildings and a large, lush green lawn. The grounds were so vast that it made him wonder if it would be possible to build a town inside.


  “As expected of the royal…”


  “Ahaha… It seems that Ain-sama’s entrance test venue is over there.”


  In the direction Chris indicated, there was a building where a lot of children were gathering. Ain also noticed it.


  “──Then, I’ll do my best.”


  Only candidates are allowed to enter the entrance test venue.


  Please do your best. As Chris cheered him on, Ain slapped his cheek and stepped out.


  After passing through the academy’s gate, Ain looked for the test venue he wanted to take. The test that Ain was going to take was a martial arts test, where he could either use a sword or fight with physical techniques. The test also allows for the use of skills, as long as it is not treated as projectile weapons.


  (Let’s see… I think it’s over there)


  Ain walked around the academy with the information book he had brought with him.


  “…Yaaaaah!”


  Suddenly, he heard a boy’s voice from a little far away and realized that it was the candidate from the same test. He walked around several buildings and arrived at a small, arena-like venue.


  What Ain saw was a boy swinging a sword in the middle of the arena and a man blocking it.


  “What’s with that attitude! Go home now!”


  …And the man who blocked it ─ probably the examiner, his voice reached Ain.


  (That’s the examiner Chris was talking about… wow, he’s so harsh with his words.)


  “Kuh… no way…”


  The examiner’s words brought tears of frustration to the boy’s eyes. If this happens, his test will be over.


  “Hmph! You can’t even defeat a low-grade monster, let alone a sea dragon! You’ve failed!”


  However, this academy is a royal one. It is a place to train people to serve the king, so the selection’s strictness seems unavoidable. Besides, the boy from earlier might have gotten a different result if he hadn’t cried and shown his determination.


  “Yes! Please take care of me!”


  The next candidate stepped forward. Here at the Royal Kingsland Academy, candidates are not allowed to identify themselves. It is a measure to avoid being treated as a child of a nobleman or someone related to the academy. When Ain heard that, he was relieved to feel at ease.


  “Hmph! You’ve failed as well! You’re not worthy of this academy!”


  In the meantime, it came to Ain’s turn.


  He couldn’t say that he wasn’t nervous at all, but if he put his hand on his chest, he could feel the calmness beyond his imagination. And there was one thing he learned from watching the examiner. That is, he is stronger than the knights in the castle. But Ain couldn’t believe that his own strength would not work ─ until he felt it himself.


  “Please take care of me.”


  After letting out a deep breath, Ain moved forward.


  “Come on, kid. Show me how you can pass.”


  This statement was the signal for the battle. When Ain held up his wooden sword, he quickly closed the distance to the examiner.


  “Oh… not bad!”


  He continues to attack without regard to the examiner’s praise.


  He aimed for his legs, his joints, and his neck. He didn’t fix his aim but attacked several parts of his body so that his opponent would not be able to read his next attack.


  “Hmph! Don’t you think such childish tricks will work on me?”


  “Guaahh…!”


  The difference in physique between the two was huge, and Ain was easily hit on his side. The examiner’s weapon was also a wooden sword, but it took all the air out of his lungs at once.


  “Hmph, you rely too much on your status. Your skills are not up to par. I guess your mentor isn’t much to look at either!”


  The bad-mouthing might be for the sake of the test, but whether it feels good or not is a different story. He was indirectly insulting Lloyd, Chris, and the others, and inwardly his resentment began to pile up.


  “No, please, not yet.”


  The examiner was strong. As Chris had told him, he was one of the best. At the very least, he was a few steps above the knights in the castle… But.


  “…Then I will tell you once again the extent of what you are capable of.”


  “Y-yeah… please take care of me…”


  But he was surprised how often he could say such abusive words. Ain understands that he is looking for mental strength for the candidates, but…


  “Most of the time, people who don’t know how to take care of themselves have sloppy parents, and you’re probably one of them…!”


  (──I see, that’s how it is.)


  …Use the dark knight. Ain decided to do so. Although it was a provocation for the sake of the test, Ain stopped holding back when Olivia was insulted. If he couldn’t do anything here, even his insult to her would be an acceptance.


  (Chris-san, I’m sorry. I can’t give up on this one thing…!)


  ──A researcher who is familiar with old monsters says that Dullahan has the following evaluation. If one is to fight them, one must never accept a one-on-one battle. Never fight them at their own range. They are the strongest swordsman who have no equal when it comes to handling a sword. This is exactly what the monster called Dullahan is.


  “I know it’s a job, but whether I’m satisfied with it or not is another matter.”


  Ain muttered. He gradually put all his strength into his body and closed his eyes to increase his concentration.


  “What did you say, kid? …If you have time to complain about… then…”


  The dark knight’s abilities have not yet been fully mastered. The only thing he was able to do was to use the illusory hand. It’s just like the Dryad can use absorption from birth; for Dullahan, it was the illusory hands.


  (Now, eat my magic power and grow up…!)


  Rather than putting magic power into it, Ain makes it eat magic power. The strength of these hands is such that they can be adjusted at will, and they are very much like magic-eating insects. If he feeds the magic power to his anger, he will be able to show his power without limit.


  “Kid… what are you doing?”


  The black aura that leaked out made the examiner question what he was doing.


  “When it comes to this, I should have tried my illusory hand a little more. Well, I guess I should have made it stronger little by little.”


  Then, the black tentacles that appeared were muscular and knobby, and they simply amazed the people who saw them. The two illusory hands that appeared appeared from Ain’s shoulder blades.
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  “It’s not like I’m trying to shoot flames or anything, so it’s fine, right?”


  It’s not a projectile weapon, so it doesn’t violate any regulations, right? Ain asked.


  “I’m asking you to explain!”


  “I don’t have to explain it to you. There is no such rule.”


  Ain replied with cold eyes to the flustered examiner. It’s not as if he was trying to stir up trouble, and this behavior is unacceptable to the candidate, Ain. But his anger over having Olivia being humiliated is making it impossible for him to control it.


  “──I don’t know what kind of skill you have, but it’s okay. If you get stronger with a few extra arms, then the insects will be stronger than you…!”


  The examiner, who is putting in more effort than before, accelerated to get into the gap with Ain at once and swung his sword at Ain’s shoulder. But.


  “It’s a very dexterous arm! …Tsk!”


  Ain grabbed the wooden sword that the examiner had swung with one of his illusory hands and held it down.


  This time, with both of Ain’s own arms, he raised the wooden sword towards the examiner.


  “Hmph! Even if you just got more hands, it’s still… a pain in the ass.”


  (…I knew it. This guy is really strong.)


  The examiner is strong. He endured even the current attack of Ain and handled it with dexterity. The surprise he showed earlier was probably just pure surprise at the oddity.


  “It’s not the same as what you said before… Haahh!”


  Using his other illusory hand, he struck out at the examiner. But again, the examiner dexterously uses his arm to defend himself.


  “Kuh…Nnh… Damn it; it’s heavy!”


  It’s a stalemate. Then, Ain made up his mind.


  “No. I need a little more…”


  To be able to defeat the opponent, devour my magic power even further. He conveyed his strong will to the illusory hand. And then the examiner could feel it.


  “…You’ve enhanced your strength, huh, kid?”


  The illusory hand pulsated strongly as if the blood vessels were sucking up the blood. It glowed with a pale blue light to match the pulsation, which caught the examiner off guard.


  “This time, I’ll attack from here.”


  He closed the gap between him and the examiner, who was now at a distance. But Ain is never quick. It’s the nature of the Dullahan and a consequence of his specialization in strength and sturdiness.


  “It’s a strange technique to use, but thank goodness you move so slowly… Huh!”


  The examiner defended against Ain’s sword as he swung down. However, perhaps because of the attack’s momentum, the examiner put strength into his legs and feet and defended with both arms.


  “──Are you sure about that?”


  And then Ain told him with cold eyes.


  For a moment, the examiner was tormented by a hair-raising sensation and looked at the black arm that was sticking out from behind Ain. The black arm wriggled against the examiner, who had his arms full.


  …But, the examiner also showed his determination.


  “I won’t let you…!”


  He forcibly twisted his body and dodged one of the illusory hands that extended. However, he could not avoid the remaining one, and he had to defend himself with the armor attached to his arm.


  “…You can’t get through with that kind of defense anymore.”


  Ain told him mercilessly.


  The enhanced illusory hand can easily penetrate that level of defense. The examiner was pushed by the illusory hand’s momentum and rolled several meters on the ground of the test venue.


  “Hah… hah… what the hell is that? Good grief, this is the first time I’ve met a kid like you…!”


  “It’s an honor. Well, let’s continue──.”


  He had to admire it, honestly. The examiner stood up as if dragging his body, put his sword on the floor, and spread his hands.


  “Don’t be stupid. It’s unheard of for an examiner to lose in an entrance test… So, you’ve passed.”


  The examiner declared that he had passed. But at the same time, Ain regretted it. It’s not only the use of the dark knight but also his attitude towards the examiner that makes him feel remorseful.


  “…Um, I apologize for my pompous attitude.”


  “I guess it’s mutual. Good grief, I still have another test, and I have to ask for a replacement. You must be the first freshman in the history of this academy to defeat the examiner.”


  The examiner then took out a sheet of paper from his pocket.


  “This is your certificate of acceptance. Don’t lose it; you’ll need it for the procedure later.”


  “Y-yes, I understand.”


  Once the exam was over, the excess brain matter brought on by the anger and the burning that had been clinging to his body faded away. All that was left was pure exhaustion and a little regret for having gone into a rage.


  But a pass is a pass. Ain breathed a sigh of relief.


  After finishing the test, Ain left the venue with mixed feelings. He walked through the same corridor as he had come and returned to the academy gate, where Chris would be waiting for him.


  “Ain-sama. Congratulations on passing the entrance test.”


  She was waiting for Ain at the gate. Her voice, gentle as usual, sounded different somehow.


  “Ah… thank you… yes.”


  Ain couldn’t see the expression on her face because of her helmet. However, what is visible is a fit of quiet anger.


  “You must be tired, but I’m sorry. On the way home, I have to lecture you… no, I have something to tell you, Ain-sama, if you don’t mind.”


  Chris knew that Ain had used the Dark Knight. She could sense the presence of the Dark Knight that had been released, regardless of the distance between them.


  “Hey, Chris-san?”


  “Yes. What is it?”


  Chris answered in a strong voice. But the voice was somewhat cold, and Ain smiled bitterly.


  “Are you just frowning? Or are you genuinely mad?”


  “Both!”


  It was an abstract question, but Chris seemed to have understood the feeling. Then I guess it’s okay. Ain thought. If she was a little sulky, there was still something he could do.


  “Even if it’s for the test, I’d be angry too if someone undermined my time with Chris-san and the others.”


  To be fair, the words that followed were the trigger. He didn’t lie. In fact, Ain was irritated from that moment on.


  “Mu…mu…! It still won’t do any good! You have used a skill that should not have been shown, no matter how much you feel about it…!”


  He felt like he was nearly done. He understands that he has done something wrong, but he is very tired right now. He likes to refrain from lecturing.


  “…Sigh. I’m sure His Majesty will hear about it via the academy.”


  “More importantly, I injured the examiner. Is that okay…?”


  “The academy has specialized healers. Also, it’s worse to get hurt. I also know the examiner; he used to be a famous adventurer and was a man of great ability.”


  Ain wondered how his grandfather, Sylvird, would react. Although he felt somewhat depressed, for now, he wanted to go back to the castle and take a good rest.


  (I’m looking forward to attending school next year… but I wonder when Krone will be here…)


  On the day of the announcement party, Ain thought about the first time he met her. He had sent her a letter a while ago and hadn’t received any response since then. But Warren and the others must have been communicating with her. He had faith in them.


  (I hope we can meet… before the new spring comes.)


  As much as he was looking forward to life at the academy, he was also looking forward to the arrival of Krone, and he couldn’t bear just to wait, his body tingling with anticipation. Thinking about this, he felt that the fatigue that had built up in his body had been healed.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  On that day, Euro was receiving two VIP guests. One was a fleet of Ishtalika ships. The other was a great nobleman from Heim. There were many Ishtalika ships lined up. And Krone was looking at the huge magic tools that she had never seen before, working on excavating sea crystals.


  “…Those are just research ships?”


  “Fumu. It’s certainly not a battleship. If it were a battleship, it would be much larger.”


  Krone was taken aback by her grandfather’s words. The price of a research ship was unknown, or rather, unpredictable. Her understanding could not keep up with the too-large civilization gap with Heim.


  “B-but wouldn’t Heim’s navy be able to win even against those… research ships?”


  “Hahahaha! There’s no way we can win! All they have to do is hit our country’s ships with their ships body, and our navy will be torn to pieces!”


  It’s like a state of self-deprecation, and Graff could only laugh.


  Then, the two of them were greeted by a new Ishtalikan voice.


  “Notify the third ship that it will now deploy to both wings and begin work.”


  “Aye ─ ship three, this is the command center. Deploy to both wings as instructed.”


  The Ishtalika people were standing nearby. Krone, who was listening to what they were saying, was in for a new surprise.


  “… I-it’s a lie… isn’t it?”


  The research ship heard the instructions and began to unfold in a matter of seconds. Quick, interlocking, and awe-inspiringly precise. She had seen glimpses of the difference in technology, but what she had been newly shown was the power of leadership. If she fought against them, for example, before she even realized it, she must be surrounded by the whole thing.


  “Oh, there you are, both of you. How do you think our ship is?”


  The man who called out to them ─ he was a civilian official from Ishtalika, and he was in charge of guiding them.


  “…Yes, it’s all very surprising.”


  “Oh, that’s good to hear. I’m honored that you enjoyed it.”


  Then he motioned for them to walk.


  “This way, please, we have prepared a room for you.”


  He pointed to a ship. It was one of the research ships that were close to the land.


  “You have a room for us on that ship?”


  “Yes. Her Highness, the Second Princess, has requested that we provide you with a comfortable place to stay for the following month.”


  Krone squeezed her hand and thanked Olivia, looking across the ocean toward Ishtalika.


  “…I would like to thank Her Highness the Second Princess from the bottom of my heart.”


  “Yes, the princess is very kind ─ Now, please come this way.”


  The two of them walked after the official and slowly made their way down the slope to the seafront. From time to time, the sound of waves coming in forcefully made them feel the difference from Heim.


  “Excuse me, but do you mind if we bring our luggage in later?”


  “Oh, no, no. We have already taken them in for you, so don’t worry.”


  “U-umu. Thank you.”


  The reason why Graff was distracted was because of the quick action of the Ishtalika. Doing the job quickly and without saying a word… their ability to do the job was once again impressed upon him.


  Eventually, they arrived at the entrance of the research ship. Unlike Heim’s ship, it was solid and had a vaguely luxurious feel to it.


  “You will all be staying here for the following month.”


  He recited what he had said earlier. Graff, Krone, and the servants they brought with them will spend a month on this ship.


  Now, as for the reason…


  “As I was explaining, the reason for this is to avoid exposing the two of you. Please understand that you will have to wait a month for us to do our work.”


  That’s a small price to pay. The only thing they had to do was be patient, and they would be able to go to Ishtalika.


  “No problem, I appreciate it.”


  In the first place, they tried to cross the ocean by other means. He could only say thank you for letting them take advantage of Euro’s deal. The letter was delivered to Ain himself, and they were able to receive a reply.


  And after this, Krone was surprised to see the place’s interior, which looked like a luxury inn. In this way, she took the first step toward Ishtalika.


   


  Chapter 7 - Reuniting With Her


  The mornings and evenings are getting colder these days. In the afternoon, in the courtyard of the castle, Olivia let out a cold voice with a smile on her face.


  “Father? What did you just say?”


  “N-no, it’s just that… it’s time for Ain to do his official duty…”


  Although he is the king of the great country of Ishtalika, he is now at a loss. It’s because his daughter, Olivia’s aura, is so strong.


  “No. The one after that. Could you please say that again?”


  “…Ain’s official duty will be accompanied by Warren and Chris.”


  “And then?”


  “…On the same day, Olivia will be assigned to another official duty with Katima.”


  That’s what she was unhappy about. She wondered why she and Ain had to go to different places and perform different official duties. She had told that to Sylvird.


  “Do you mean to take my Ain away from me?”


  “Eh, grandfather… is that right?”


  “Of course not! Good gracious… Ain is almost seven years old. He had not yet been introduced to the public, but it was time for him to get used to official duties gradually.”


  However, official duty is not a big deal. Instead, there is not much that Ain can do yet, and there is nothing that can be entrusted to him.


  “I’ve mentioned it as an official duty, but it’s just an inspection. The ship from Euro will be returning soon. That’s why I wanted Ain to inspect the facilities of the sea crystal and the port!”


  In other words, Ain was told to visit the port… since there were probably many things he didn’t know. Ain would have preferred that, but Olivia was not happy.


  “Huh… Magna is far away from here. You’re planning to keep Ain and me apart for almost a whole day, huh?”


  “Um, mother? Where is this place called Magna?”


  “Do you remember when we came to Ishtalika by ship? Magna is the port town where we took the water train.”


  ──The name of the port town is Magna.


  At that time, Ain left the door, crossed the passage, and entered the door… so he did not see the port town Magna’s scenery. Although he had visited the place once, it was practically the first time he had been there.


  “Indeed… it would take time to get there and back, and time that would be used for inspection. You’ll be away from your mother for almost the entire day──.”


  “Right? Why would father do such a terrible thing…?”


  “…Ain. You understand it, don’t you?”


  Yes, said Ain. He has a lot to learn and a lot to grow. That’s why the visit is the perfect opportunity.


  “Grandfather. I’m basically on my mother’s side, but I also understand the importance of this opportunity.”


  “U-umu… well, honesty is good.”


  However, Olivia often said that she could not be separated from her son, and she would not budge.


  When Ain thought that he had to persuade her, Sylvird grinned at Olivia.


  “I knew you’d disagree. So… you might want to read this.”


  What he took out was a letter. Although he didn’t know the content of the letter, he handed it to Olivia confidently. Olivia opened the envelope and read the letter without saying a word.


  “…Huh. I see, so that’s the reason.”


  “Everything is in good time. Do you understand?”


  “──Yes. I understand that… I should be patient.”


  Then, all the attitude she had been showing was gone. Olivia easily relented and allowed Ain to go to the inspection.


  “I’ve told Warren to be sure… to check it out thoroughly.”


  “There is no need to worry about that. I’m sure Warren will recognize it for what it is.”


  “U-um… what are you two talking about…?”


  Please tell me the reason for your sudden approval. Ain asked his mother in confusion.


  “It’s a secret. But the castle is going to be lively the night that Ain goes on his inspection.”


  She said with an eye-catching gesture, pressing her index finger against her glossy lips. In the end, Ain was not able to hear the reason for that day… A few days later, as Sylvird had suggested, Ain would go to Magna for the inspection.


  “Hmm… I’m a little curious, but I do understand it.”


  Then he stood up quickly.


  “Ara, Ain. What’s wrong?”


  “I’m going to go to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”


  As he replied, he walked straight through the courtyard and into the castle. The high ceilings and wide corridors still echoed with the sound of walking on the polished marble floors.


  “Official duty, huh… I think I’m starting to look forward to it.”


  He was glad to be given such an opportunity where he could experience growth. But as he walked along in a good mood, Ain stopped in front of a room.


  “What was that noise?”


  He heard what sounded like something exploding, though it was not a bomb. It was one of the many rooms in the castle, and Ain put his hand on the door to see if something was wrong.


  “Excuse me…”


  Even though he is the crown prince, he stepped into the room with some reservation.


  “Nya ─ nyanyanyanyanya! It’s not good-nya!”


  There was a cat ─ Katima, running around the room busily. This is probably her workroom, where she keeps her lab equipment and monster materials. Although it’s not clear why it’s separated from the basement laboratory, Ain knew that the situation was not good.


  “Ain! We have to hurry and get out of here! The magic tool is going to go out of control ─ if things continue like this!”


  Once again, the sound of something exploding echoes and smoke rises from the huge magic tool. Katima was blown away by the momentum and rolled over on the floor in a circle, causing her eyes to spin.


  “Nyaa… nyaa…”


  She eventually stopped moving from the sheer force, and it was apparent that things were not looking good.


  Furrowing his brow, Ain gave the magic tool a stern look. The tool was a sphere, larger than most carriages, shiny black, with many scales on it. Several metal tubes connected to the ground, and one of the tubes connected to a furnace near the wall.


  “…W-what’s that? I don’t know what that is, but that’s…!”


  He couldn’t just leave it there, but he didn’t know how to operate the magic tools. As he wondered what to do, he immediately thought of something.


  “That’s right… if I absorb the magic stone, then…”


  The magic tool’s power source is the magic stone, so if he absorbs it, it should stop.


  When he looked at the furnace near the wall, he saw that magic stones had been haphazardly thrown in.


  “That’s it… I have to absorb it all!”


  He didn’t escape from the place but ran desperately and approached the furnace near the wall. When he used his power with a strong will, he gradually stopped the magic tool from working and eventually──.


  “Hah… hah… it’s stopped…”


  He breathed heavily, glad that nothing serious had happened, and approached the fallen Katima.


  “Ah… Geez. Hey, are you okay?”


  Ain came up to her and helped her up, and swept the dust off of her. Her eyes were spinning, but she stood up unsteadily.


  “Nyaa… there, nyaa…”


  “I’m not going to groom your fur, but… well, are you hurt or anything?”


  “…I’m fine-nya. Mmm, thanks for your help-nya.”


  She answered but seemed to be in low spirits, probably due to the room’s current state and the failure of the experiment.


  “Anyway, I’ve messed up-nya… and the parts seem to be broken, so what should I do-nya?”


  “Hmm, don’t you have any replacement parts?”


  “They’re completely out of stock-nya. There are none in the royal capital, so if I order one, it’ll take a few weeks-nya…”


  Ain wondered if there weren’t many of them while looking at Katima’s dejected face.


  “Do you mean there are more in other cities?”


  “That’s right-nya. I need to go to the port city of Magna for it-nya…”


  Oh, the port city of Magna, huh?


  The conversation he had with Olivia and Sylvird just a moment ago flashed through Ain’s mind.


  “I will go there on official duty. Do you want me to buy it for you?”


  “Huh─!? I-is that true-nya?”


  She said to Ain with shining eyes and an expectant look.


  “Yes. I’ll get you some while I’m at it.”


  “I-I’m asking you-nya! Just use my name to pay for it, please-nya!”


  If it makes her feel better, it’s worth the effort to remember it.


  Ain smiled and said he understood and left Katima’s room. After that, he finished his business and went back to Olivia and Sylvird, enjoying the pleasantries.


  


   


  

  The port city of Magna is a big city. A few days after their conversation the other day. Ain had left the royal capital first thing in the morning and had taken the royal water train to visit the place.


  “Please take a look, Ain-sama. Over there is the pride of Ishtalika, the battleships.”


  Warren showed Ain a huge fleet of battleships. In the morning, the port town is bustling with fishing boats returning from the sea and the market, but currently, Ain is in a part of the port that is set up as a military harbor, a little far from the market.


  “As usual, it’s full of large ships.”


  “They are the key to our national defense… Oh, please watch your step, okay?”


  Chris, who was standing next to him, urged him to be careful. Today they were inspecting a lot of things, including the battleship, equipment, and the city.


  “I’m grateful to grandfather for today’s inspection. But lately, he’s been nitpicking every time I see him…”


  Ain felt sick to his stomach as he remembered the day he had returned to the castle after the entrance test. It was because Sylvird was very angry. It’s because he knew that Olivia wouldn’t be able to say anything firmly to Ain. Hence, the usually lenient Sylvird strongly reprimanded Ain only at that time.


  Since that day, whenever he found Ain, he would sternly urge him to be careful.


  “──This port city is really big, isn’t it?”


  “It is the largest port city in Ishtalika, and one of the three largest cities in Ishtalika, surpassing the royal capital.”


  Seeing Ain’s eyes shining, Chris spoke with a soft smile. This large, bustling city is characterized by the red roofs and white walls of many of its buildings. There are waterways all over the town, and you can see small boats sailing around carrying something.


  “The taste of the seafood available here is excellent. It’s one of Olivia-sama’s favorite foods.”


  At Chris’s information, Ain’s body trembled greatly.


  (That’s not good. I have to buy a lot of it before I go home.)


  …And then Warren noticed a certain ship.


  “Oya? It looks like the ship we’re supposed to be visiting today has already left.”


  “It’s the ship from Euro. It looks like they’re in the middle of processing.”


  He nodded at Chris and spoke to a worker at the military port who was walking nearby.


  “You there. Have the ships from Euro finished unloading?”


  “Yes. We’ve already unloaded a box of materials… I think the box is over there.”


  A man in grease-stained work clothes pointed at the box. It’s a box with Ishtalika’s crest stamped on it. Warren thanked him, and he returned to his work at a brisk walk.


  “Ain-sama, let me show you the sea crystals before they are processed.”


  This is part of the inspection. In fact, this is the main topic of the day.


  (From the Dukedom of Euro. The first mining product. Control number 1-1. I see… I guess it’s a complete sample.)


  Then Chris stepped forward. She pulled out the sword from her waist and swung it with uncanny speed. She seemed to have used some kind of magic, and as if a gust of wind blew, the metal fittings of the wooden box fell to the floor.


  “Look at this. This is the sea crystal before it was processed.”


  What was taken out in front of him was a white, translucent mass that looked like rock salt. Warren handed it to Ain, and Ain checked its texture.


  “It’s kind of like a lump of salt.”


  “Hahaha… yes, you’re right.”


  Ain held up the sea crystal to look through it and check its weight. It’s heavy enough to hold in one hand, and even when examined through it, there’s nothing particularly distinctive about it.


  “──So, Ain-sama. You’ve seen the sea crystal, and that’s the end of today’s inspection.”


  “It was all very interesting. Thank you very much for today.”


  “Ain-sama. Would you like to take a look at the souvenirs for Olivia-sama?”


  In the meantime, today will be identified as Ain’s official duty. Now that his official duty was over, it was time for him to be free. Chris’s suggestion to buy a souvenir for Olivia would be an excellent choice. But…


  “Well, Chris-dono, you’re going to be Ain-sama’s escort ─ No, wait, Chris-dono, you have some documents to confirm.”


  Warren said as if he remembered.


  “Then I’ll wait until Chris-san finishes her work.”


  “Fumu… shall I prepare a room for you?”


  Warren’s suggestion was in consideration of Ain. But it is not necessary to prepare a room. With that in mind, Ain turned his attention to the pier.


  “I’ll be fine. I’ll just wait on the pier and watch the sea.”


  It was already autumn in Ishtalika. Even so, the sea of Magna is crystal clear and beautiful. It was just warm enough in the harbor, and small fish appeared in the water.


  “I cannot approve if you are alone on the pier because it is too dangerous.”


  Chris said she couldn’t accept it and said Ain should get a room. Then Warren came to the rescue.


  “Chris-dono. As long as it’s within our sight, it should be fine. If he were to fall into the sea, Chris-dono would be able to notice immediately. Besides, it’s not a place where suspicious people can enter.”


  “This is a military port, so only relevant people are allowed in here, but still…”


  Chris was reluctant. Even though it’s close by, she can’t nod at the idea of leaving the crown prince alone.


  “Then… Ain-sama, please put this on your body.”


  Warren handed him a small red gem.


  (What is this? A necklace?)


  The jewel was tied to a thin chain. It was evident from the length that it was a necklace.


  “It’s the Earth Red Jade… I understand. If you have it, I will allow you to go to the pier.”


  “What is it? This Earth Red Jade?”


  Ain asked as Chris’s attitude changed completely. When he looked at the jewel with his eyes, he saw something that looked like fire stirring inside.


  “It’s a valuable magic tool. The core of a powerful dragon has been condensed and embedded in a sea crystal──.”


  Chris began to speak. Whenever a malicious person came near it, the jewel would glow and put up a barrier to protect the wearer.


  In addition, it was said that the jewel would also exert its power to sustain life when injured or on the verge of death. It is said that once the power is exerted, it loses its effect. However, even if it is used only once, the effect is so great that it is fit for royalty.


  “It’s a very expensive piece of jewelry…”


  “Yes, it is very expensive, as you say. I would have given it to you sooner, but it was finally finished last night.”


  As Warren explained, Ain put the necklace around his neck.


  “Please don’t go far from the pier, okay?”


  “Okay, I’ll wait for you to finish your work.”


  After telling them that he would not go far from the pier, he walked lightly to the pier.


  The water was so clear that he could almost see the bottom of the sea, and the scent of the tide tickled Ain’s nostrils. The sun was just right, and the temperature difference between the pleasant warmth and the sea breeze was refreshing.


   


  “──There are so many fish.”


  At the pier, many small fish were swimming freely, within grabbing distance. When he looked closer to the bottom of the sea, he saw a vivid coral reef.


  (It looks like it’s going to take Chris-san a while, so I think I’ll take a nap.)


  The sound of the sea, the scent of the tide, the warmth of the sun, and the warmth of the sun-drenched pier. All of these made Ain feel sleepy. However, Ain, a member of the royal family, is taking a nap in such a place. Is this really allowed? He wondered.


  (…I haven’t been introduced to the public yet, in fact, this might be my last chance, right?)


  Thinking about it, Ain made up his mind and grinned. He looked at the crates lined up nearby and imagined that it would be okay if he slept in their shade. He imagined. And then…


  ──Squeak. The wood used for the pier creaked with that sound.


   “…Not bad.”


  He slumped down next to the crate and looked out at the blue sky that stretched out endlessly. The crate hid the sun’s rays at just the right angle, leaving a convenient space for Ain.


  With that, he decided to shut his eyes and enjoy the sunshine.


  …He felt good napping on the pier. The sound of the waves and the cries of the sea birds sounded like a lullaby. The ocean breeze caressed his cheeks, and he was immersed in a unique sense of comfort.


  How much time had passed since he closed his eyes and began to soak in the comfort of this place? It wasn’t a deep sleep. But even though it was a light sleep, he had never experienced such a fulfilling time.


  Tens of minutes had passed, but Chris hadn’t come for him yet. In his shallow sleep, Ain waited quietly for Chris to pick him up. He wasn’t big yet, so he didn’t stand out when he took a nap on the pier.


  Those who worked on the large ships in Magna’s port city rarely looked at anything other than the ship as their only destination. A combination of several conditions allowed Ain to enjoy his precious time of napping.


  …However, Ain’s inconspicuousness was only when he was alone. For example, what if he was not napping alone but on someone’s lap? It would surely be only a matter of time before he would attract the attention of others.


  “Nn… unn.”


  Ain’s consciousness is about to awaken for the first time in tens of minutes. Since the wind was blowing hard, it shook his hair and tickled his cheeks.


  “Geez… is it tickling you?”


  His hair was gently brushed away by someone’s fingers, and a pleasant voice reached his ears. The gentle movement of the fingers on his face and the pleasant voice. Feeling both of these, Ain’s consciousness begins to awaken.


  “…..”


  His eyes are still not open. This is because the slumber has not fully awakened.


  After a pleasant, sunny nap, Ain was feeling satisfied. But something was different. He had slept so close to the crate that his head should have felt hard against it. However, his head was supported by something soft, and the sweet scent of flowers drifted over it.


  (Eh… I was supposed to be sleeping on the pier…)


  Ain wondered at this and rubbed his eyelids in disbelief. He slowly opened his eyes to see what was going on… And then he saw it.


  Why this nap was filled with a sense of fulfillment that he had never experienced before.


  “──Hey, Ain? What’s the first thing you’re going to say? Has it been a while? Or thank you for lending me your lap?”


  A girl was reflected in Ain’s eyes. She was the one who had lent her lap to Ain. She was speaking to him with the same bell-like tone as before. Then Ain immediately reached out his hand to check if she was real or not.


  To touch her cheek? He was afraid to do so. The outstretched hand touched the tips of her hair. It felt silky smooth, and he laughed as if tickled.


  I see. It’s real. Ain thought. When Ain turned a kind expression on his face, the words naturally leaked out of his mouth.


  “…I’ve missed you. Can’t I just say that?”


  She had grown a bit more mature, and her beauty was even more polished. The girl’s face turned slightly red, and she stroked Ain’s cheek.


  She brushed her long light blue hair to hide her embarrassment. In her hand, a rose-shaped jewel shone as brightly as her loveliness.


  


   


  

  Let’s go back in time a little, to when Ain was visiting Magna.


  “Welcome to Ishtalika. And this is Magna, the proud port city of Ishtalika.”


  Said one of the civil servants on the ship returning from Euro. The size of this port city is far larger than Roundhart, and the buildings are more beautiful.


  The cobalt blue sea, where the fish can clearly be seen swimming, and the many ships at anchor. For Krone, everything was a new world, and everywhere she looked, there was something new to discover.


  “Over there is the water train, a vehicle that runs faster than a horse and travels all over the continent.”


  Transportation in Heim is basically by carriage. However, when she was told that the train would continue to run faster than a horse, Krone was shocked.


  “You mean it’s a vehicle for the nobility?”


  “No, it depends on the distance, but if it’s a short distance, it’s even more affordable than a cheap magic stone.”


  Even though she hadn’t gotten off the ship, there were too many new discoveries. She wondered if she could get on that water train — the thought of what kind of vehicle it might be lifted her spirits.


  “Now, Graff-dono. Let’s go through the formalities to get out.”


  He said, and Graff nodded quietly.


  “After that, you will meet with my superior… Prime Minister Warren.”


  He is the top civil servant in the unified nation of Ishtalika and one of the closest aides to King Sylvird. It was a high wall, and Graff felt very nervous inside.


  “…Well then, let me show you the way.”.


  They walked down the stairs to the lower level and walked down the corridor again for a short while. After repeating this process a few times, the civil servant turned around.


  On the first floor of the ship, there was a large, wide atrium. There was an old man sitting on a sofa, and behind him stood a beautiful woman whom Krone could not help admiring.


  “Graff-dono. The person over there is──.”


  Just as he was about to introduce them, the old man sitting on the sofa noticed Graff and the others.


  “Oh! Well, well, well. Thank you for making such a long journey all the way here.”


  He smiled in a good-natured manner and spoke to them in a friendly tone of voice.


  “My name is Warren Lark. You must be Graff-dono, right?”


  “It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Graff Augusto… and I can only thank you for this opportunity.”


  The two men shook hands, and then Warren turned his attention to Krone. She then blinked several times, looked surprised, and turned her head to reflect.


  “My name is Krone Augusto. Thank you so much for accepting us.”


  Warren, unsure of what to say, fell silent. Krone introduced herself to Warren. After some courtesy and bowing, Warren finally opened his mouth.


  “──Y-yes. It’s my pleasure to welcome you.”


  Chris, who was standing behind Warren, wondered why he was acting so suspiciously. But she quickly regained his composure.


  “Oops… I should introduce you to the people over here, too.”


  Warren cleared his throat and regained his composure. He let Chris step forward and introduced her as the chief guard of Ain and the others.


  “…Now that the greetings are over, may I ask you a few questions, Krone-dono?”


  Then Warren’s face changed.


  As a prime minister of the great nation of Ishtalika, he had to find out about Graff and Krone and their personalities. His eyes were sharp, and his voice was soft but somehow powerful.


  “If there’s anything I can answer, please do.”


  She guessed inwardly. This must be a trial, a final examination, she thought.


  “──What brings you to Ishtalika?”


  Warren’s good-natured smile gave off a hint that made her skin crawl. Contrary to his facial expression, a piercing gaze was directed at Krone.


  “I’m still trying to decide whether or not I should welcome you two.”


  Yes, he was asking her to show her own worth.


  “If you have any information, you can look it up for us. Lady Krone and Harley-dono also attended the party at the Roundhart family’s new mansion, wasn’t it?”


  These words made her feel terrified as she wondered how long they had been investigating.


  “I’d like to know if it’s safe for you to stay near Ain-sama.”


  He was so overwhelmed that Graff had a wry look on his face.


  “…Yes, that’s fine. I’ll tell you.”


  Krone just opened her mouth as usual, without pressure. Saying this, she held out her left arm gently.


  “I received this from His Royal Highness the Crown Prince ─ I crossed the ocean to meet him.”


  “…The Star Crystal, isn’t it?”


  Then she replied in a dignified voice to Warren, who was looking at it closely.


  “Well, may I ask you something? You know what it means to give a jewel to someone of the opposite sex, don’t you, Warren-sama?”


  It’s the catalyst for her love and the driving force that brought her to this point. Just like Olivia, she has a saintly look in her eyes in response to the shooting stare.


  “Of course I know about it. But do you have any proof that it was a gift from Ain-sama?”


  There is no such thing, said Graff, his wrinkles deepening as he felt overwhelmed.


  “Her Highness, the Second Princess, also received a gift from Ain-sama. It was made the same day.”


  Then, Chris’s face lit up. When she went to pick up Ain, Olivia had said that Ain had given it to her. But she hadn’t said a word about her Star Crystal being the only one Ain created.


  “…Even if you did have one, it may not be the one that was mentioned.”


  “There are two Star Crystals in Heim. Both of them are owned by the royal family, but if you have the ability to check them out like you just said, you might be able to figure this one out as well.”


  “Fumu.” Warren nodded his head in agreement.


  “But Ain-sama didn’t know the meaning of handing it over, did he?”


  So there is no meaning. He intended to say that… but at that moment, Krone chuckled.


  “Fufu… will it work even if Her Highness the Second Princess is present at that time?”


  “──Fumu… I see…”


  The second princess never condemned it ─ even if there are detailed circumstances, this can not be ignored. This means that she admits that Krone is close to Ain.


  “I have abandoned my country and crossed the sea to come here… It is because I also have a non-negotiable desire.”


  What do you think? Do you still want to continue the question and answer? She looked at Warren with an even stronger look. In the course of the conversation, she showed her quickness and boldness ─ and some of her own qualities.


  She didn’t come here just to see Ain. She expressed this feeling in her short question and answer.


  “──You are smart enough in this conversation. And we also didn’t have a complaint about your appearance… Fumu.”


  He carefully examined whether or not the question and answer he had just given her would benefit Ain. Eventually, he nodded with a satisfied expression, and then he suddenly smiled and said.


  “Very well ─ but I still have a few questions I would like to ask Graff-dono. Why don’t you go to the pier and have a look at the sea, Lady Krone?”


  This implicitly signaled that the test was over and that Krone was allowed to go ashore.


  …She was relieved to know that her trial was over. And she knew in her mind that Warren would probably want her to leave her seat.


  “In fact, I have been thinking about the beautiful scenery for some time now. So I’ll take your word for it.”


  Krone replied with a smile as well. But…


  “──Warren-sama!”


  “Chris-dono. Please do as I say, for now, I’ll tell you later.”


  Chris closed in, looking flustered. However, she was strongly told by Warren and reluctantly withdrew.


   


  Krone was puzzled, but at his urging, she headed to the pier alone.


  There was no one to escort her or keep her company, so she just got off the ship by herself. She felt a little uneasy, but she didn’t think that Ishtalika would harm her after coming so far.


  “I don’t know what it means that I should suddenly go check out the pier, but…”


  Although she didn’t know the reason for keeping herself away, the Magna sea was very beautiful and soothing to look at. After being on the ship for a while, it was nice to walk outside on her own feet for the first time in a while.


  “They gave you a princess from such an amazing country, and then you do something like that. Roundheart was just a fool. Oh… how can I say this out loud?”


  She refrained from answering Warren because of her lack of ladylike nature.


  “It’s not what I originally planned, but it’s been a good trip, thanks to Ishtalika.”


  She planned to prepare a ship and hire an adventurer to escort her across to Ishtalika. After hearing about Euro’s deal, she was only too grateful for the kindness Olivia had shown her.


  “…What a nice weather.”


  Walking along the pier, she looked out at the beautiful ocean and felt the breeze. She thought about sitting down, even though her clothes would get a little dirty, and noticed a crate that had been placed nearby.


  I think I’ll take that one, said Krone. As she walked over, she was surprised by an earlier visitor who was there.


  “──A-Ain…?”


  There was no way she could mistake him. He has beautiful hair inherited from Olivia, and his face is gentle, but he seems to have grown up and become more masculine.


  He was the reason why she came to Ishtalika. And that reason for her coming to Ishtalika was now enjoying a nap next to the crate.


  “Fufu… I see. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it, Warren-sama?”


  She understood why he had sent her to the pier. It was to send her to Ain. At the same time, she understood why Chris had panicked. She was probably wary of Krone. That was only natural.


  She approached Ain with a light step.


  “──Hmm? What is it, this jewel?”


  A gift from a woman? When she thought about it, she felt uncomfortable inside. However, she was convinced that royalty would wear at least one piece of jewelry.


  “Ain? You probably hurt your head napping here, don’t you?”


  An unmarried woman lends her lap. It might be considered indecent, but Krone put Ain’s head on her lap. But she couldn’t help but feel pity for Ain, who was sleeping on the hard floor.


  “Hey, sleepyhead-san. Are you enjoying your dream world?”


  When she poked him with her finger, he seemed to be tickled and moved his face a little, but there was no sign of waking up. She felt her cheeks relax even more at his cute gesture.


  “The lap of an archduke’s daughter? It’s a great social position, isn’t it? …But, you’re the crown prince of a great country, so I guess that’s the right social position.”


  She joked and brushed his hair, happy to see his sleeping face that didn’t seem to wake up. A little while later, Ain woke up and was surprised to see Krone in front of him.


   


  ◇◇◇


   


  “Hey, what is it with the necklace?”


  Krone asked Ain as he got up.


  “It is said it was to protect the royal family. It was given to me by Warren-san.”


  “…I see.”


  Krone replied simply and brushed her hair. It was a relief, of course, but it was also frustrating, so she didn’t show her feelings about it.


  “Thank you for the lap pillow. Thanks to you, I was able to sleep comfortably.”


  “Fufu, that’s good to hear.”


  When Ain looked around, people were looking at Ain and Krone. Everyone was smiling at them in a friendly manner, while Ain, in contrast, looked uncomfortable and embarrassed.


  “What do you think of royalty taking a nap in a place like this?”


  “Do you think the future of the country is uncertain?”


  “I know, right? I’ll try to refrain from doing that next time… By the way, are you alone, Krone?”


  I think Krone can manage on her own. I asked, half-jokingly.


  “I’ve come with grandfather and some of the old servants. Oh, look, that’s the ship.”


  “So that’s Archduke Augusto. He’s an important man of Heim, with a lot of dignity.”


  He has reigned as a great noble for many years. Ain said frankly.


  “The former archduke. My grandfather is getting old. He came here after he gave the title to my father.”


  Then a silence fell between them. As they pondered what to say to each other, Krone opened his mouth first.


  “…I was surprised to hear you were royalty.”


  “I was also surprised when I was told that so suddenly.”


  “When I heard you went to another continent, I thought I couldn’t talk to you anymore.”


  “But now you can.”


  It was a bullet-point question and answer, but she wanted to find out what was going on. The two of them were satisfied with this unreserved relationship.


  “Look, since you’ve been sleeping here. Your clothes are all dirty.”


  She removes the dust from Ain’s back.


  …It’s embarrassing for Ain. Because he became royalty, he had to bother her with this kind of thing, Ain thought.


  “Somehow, I’ve been taken care of since the moment we met again.”


  “──I think you don’t have to worry about this at all.”


  In the meantime, Krone had already cleaned off the dust that was sticking to me. It really feels like she is a young lady in this way.


  “Sigh… I hope this is the only time you are taking a nap in a place like this.”


  “I know… I was also quite embarrassed by all the attention.”


  Chris, who had just arrived, spoke quietly. From where she was standing, it must have been evident that Ain had been taking a nap. Since she didn’t come to punish him for it, she must have missed Ain’s nap.


  “Are you finished with your work?”


  “Yes. I leave the rest to Warren-sama.”


  He had something to discuss with Graff, so Chris came over ahead of him.


  “I don’t think I need to introduce her to you, but this is Krone Augusto-sama.”


  Although it was a bit late, it was just part of the formalities. When Ain said this to Chris, Krone opened his mouth with a courtesy.


  “I’m Krone Augusto. I am struggling to find the right words to express my joy at being reunited with His Royal Highness the Crown Prince, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart for responding to my offer.”


  “Um, Krone? I think that attitude is a little too much for you now…”


  She acted politely, and considering the reason for it, it made sense, but it felt too late.


  “A-Ain-sama… As expected, that kind of words may be a pity for Krone-sama…”


  “It’s because I was sleeping on her lap a while ago… so I feel a little sad that she’s acting that way now.”


  Krone couldn’t follow up on what Ain had just said. But at the same time, she was truly happy to see that Ain has not changed.


  “Sigh… Krone-sama, can you stay with us for a moment considering that Ain-sama is like this now?”


  “Y-yeah… I don’t mind, but what is it about?”


  “We are going to buy a souvenir for Olivia-sama. If you don’t mind, please come with us.”


  When she said that, it meant that she had permission from Warren, Graff, and the others. Of course, as for Krone, she would agree at any cost.


  “I’d be happy to accompany you.”


  When she agreed, she smiled mischievously.


  “Your Royal Highness, will you allow me to accompany you?”


  “Y-yes… It would be my pleasure…”


  There is no need for you to ask. This is also the thing that I would like to, said Ain. However, Krone continued to take a firm stance towards Ain. It’s probably revenge for earlier.


  “By the way, as I told you, you really came to the port city, didn’t you?”


  “…Yes. But the port city you mentioned is far away. It took me a long time to get here.”


  Krone went on the day she had promised. She also said that she was going to the port city. It took a long time, and the place has changed. But there was no lie in his words. The two of them looked at each other and laughed, happy to see each other again.


  (I never thought it would be today that I would see Krone again…)


  The feeling of surprise was great, but the feeling of happiness asserted its presence in equal measure. After enjoying the city of Magna with her, they all boarded the same water train in the evening. Thus, Ain’s first official duty came to an end with a lively turn of events.


  


   


  

  The journey to the royal capital was full of shocks for Krone. It was the first time for her to ride a vehicle that ran as fast as a water train, and she saw many towns along the way.


  The best part was the scenery as they approached the royal capital. The people’s activities reached Krone’s eyes as the lights of the night. It was as if she had turned a jewelry box upside down, and she saw a landscape that was truly a world apart from the royal capital of Heim.


  She saw the reason why Graff had spoken so nervously about Ishtalika in the past.


  …And now that they had arrived at the castle, Krone was amazed at the sight of it.


  “Hmm, Katima-san? Why are you here?”


  “The part-nya! I’ve been waiting for you for a long time!”


  Near her, Ain was having a conversation with Katima. She was so surprised that she didn’t pay attention to Katima, the Caith Sith.


  “I have bought it already. I think it’s in the other carriage, so you can take it for yourself.”


  “What-nya? I can’t stay here any longer then-nya… Thank you, Ain-nya!”


  After watching Katima run off, Ain approached Krone with a wry smile on his face. He then called out to her, who looked like she was in a daze.


  “Krone, what’s wrong?”


  “I-I’m sorry. I was just surprised at how amazing the castle was.”


  She answered Ain with a panicked look, closed her eyes, and repeated breathing.


  “Your Royal Highness, the Crown Prince. Krone was surprised by many things on the way to the royal capital. And to top it all off, this castle seems to have thrown her out of her normal state of mind.”


  “Haha… I was the same when the first time I went to this castle, so I know how she feels.”


  Ain returned Graff’s words with a bitter smile.


  When the three of them are talking like this, Warren approaches with a smile on his face.


  “…By the way, Warren-dono.”


  Graff coughed.


  “I’m sorry, but I was wondering if you could recommend a place where I could exchange my jewels for cash and a place to stay?”


  “If that’s the case, don’t worry; we have rooms at the castle for you.”


  Oh, so that’s it. Ain was convinced, while Graff and Krone were surprised. Of course. They had never imagined that they would be staying in the castle, not even for a moment.


  “Warren-dono! That is as expected, I…”


  “Y-yes… Even though we have been given such special consideration, we should not have our own rooms prepared…”


  Warren smiled and replied to the two who were in a hurry to refuse.


  “This was Olivia-sama’s suggestion. If you insist, I will tell her so.”


  It is not possible for a guest to disregard the consideration of a princess…


  Krone looked at Ain with a troubled look. And then Ain said it’s okay without saying it aloud.


  “…Grandfather. Let us be grateful to Her Highness the Second Princess for her kindness.”


  This had to be the best answer. Krone decided to thank Olivia. Warren nodded his head in satisfaction and urged everyone to come in.


  “Come on in, please. Olivia-sama would like you both to join her for dinner.”


  Hearing those words, both Graff and Krone’s expressions changed. It wasn’t because they were in a bad mood, but because they were nervous about having dinner with the princess.


  (…I’m starting to feel sorry for them.)


   


  Muttering inwardly, Ain walked with the two surprised people to the place where Olivia was waiting.


  They walked up several stairs and down a long hallway. They went to one of the castle’s dining rooms, where Martha was standing at the entrance.


  “Welcome back, Ain-sama.”


  Now that they were here, Warren quietly excused himself.


  “I assume that these are Graff-sama and Krone-sama, correct?”


  “Yes, as Martha predicted ─ and is mother inside?”


  “Yes, as you guessed. Now, she’s been waiting for you. Please come in.”


  When Martha opened the door to the room, as Ain guessed, Olivia was waiting for him inside.


  “──Welcome back. Ain.”


  There was a slightly large table with several chairs lined up. At one of the seats, Olivia was sitting elegantly, as usual.


  “I’m back. So this is what you meant when you said the night would be lively.”


  “Fufu…. are you surprised?”


  Krone saw Olivia’s soft smile, the same one she had seen at Augusto’s mansion. She feels relieved when she sees her expression, and before she knows it, her nervousness begins to ease.


  “Martha, please have the two of them take their seats.”


  Even so, the two of them still look nervous. As Martha led them to their seats, Graff opened his mouth as if he had made up his mind.


  “Your Highness the Second Princess ─ I’ve been thinking of several things to say. But first and foremost, let me apologize.”


  He wanted to apologize for what had happened in Heim. But…


  “Graff-sama, that’s not necessary. I’m happy in Ishtalika now.”


  “B-but…! Heim’s misdeeds have not gone away, and nor has about the party at my mansion…!”


  “U…unn… Hey, Ain. What should I do?”


  “I think it would make Graff-dono feel less anxious if you accepted his apology and called him dono instead of sama.”


  This should be the most peaceful way. Ain advised Olivia.


  “Your Highness, the Second Princess. Thank you for answering my impudent request──.”


  Krone then gracefully performed courtesy and greeted Olivia with a tense look on her face.


  “Yes, Krone-sama ─ oh, maybe I shouldn’t use sama, can I use san instead…?”


  She then smiled at Ain and thanked him. Olivia’s smile was so beautiful that Ain felt he had to have it all to himself.


  “But I also feel a bit sad to be called a princess, so please talk to me like you used to.”


  “You mean like I did when you were in Heim…?”


  Olivia nodded. However, there is a vassal here called Martha. Is that attitude acceptable in front of a vassal? Said Krone.


  “…Krone-sama. I’ve been working on this for a long time. So, we as vassals will be happy if you treat Olivia-sama as she desires.”


  In other words, she wants her to do as Olivia says. Is this really okay? Krone suddenly looked at Ain.


  “Of course, I would be happy if you do that, too.”


  “I understand. But I’m going to change the way I talk to you depending on the situation. Is that alright?”


  Rather than giving up, she agreed with what Ain and Olivia had said. That’s more like it. The country of Ishtalika was a great place, but they wanted to be treated in the same manner as before.


  “Yes. Thank you.”


  Ain gave her his usual carefree expression. It was the same warmth she had felt when they first met.


  “Even so… Krone-san has grown even more beautiful than before.”


  “N-no, not at all.”


  “When you were in Heim, there were many people who wanted to make a connection, weren’t there?”


  Krone, who tilted her head as if troubled, replied with a stutter.


  “…In fact, there were a good number of offers that came in. But I always threw away the letters I received without reading them, so I didn’t even know who they were from…”


  Right, grandfather? Krone turned to Graff.


  “Umu. The only thing that was a bit of a hassle, or rather a bit of a problem, was the third prince’s proposal of marriage.”


  “Well. A formal proposal?”


  The prince proposed to Krone. Olivia, who was sitting next to Ain, was also interested in the topic.


  “It was informal, but it can always turn out to be formal when the prince says it.”


  “So you must have had a hard time coming to Ishtalika?”


  Graff replied.


  The alibi is that he left Heim to go into retirement and recuperation and that Krone accompanied him. After that, they mixed up the information and made sure that no one knew that they had gone to Euro.


  “As expected from the head of the prestigious Augusto family.”


  Olivia praised Graf ─ and then Martha called out.


  “Please excuse me. May I bring the food?”


  “Yes, please.”


  Then Ain exchanged a glance with Olivia and suddenly stood up.


  “Graff-dono. Here in Ishtalika, we have different ingredients than in Heim. Can you tell me if there are any foods that the two of you don’t like over there?”


  “W… wait, Ain! I have no particular problem about the food…!”


  “U-umu. I don’t have any particular problem with it either…”


  It’s a bit sudden. This is not the kind of thing to ask before a dinner. Krone was puzzled, and Graff replied with a look of disbelief.


  “Graff-dono. My first meal in Ishtalika was not to my liking. I don’t want Krone to feel that she didn’t like her first meal in Ishtalika. Can you assist me, please?”


  The words were a bit forceful, but Graff sensed an intention.


  “…If that’s the case, I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to resist.”


  He was in on the act. He didn’t know what Ain’s intentions were for dragging him along. Nevertheless, he felt something strong in Ain’s eyes.


  “Mother. I’ll leave you two alone for a while.”


  “Yes, have a good day.”


  When Ain left his seat, Graff followed him. The two of them left the room without saying a word, leaving Olivia and Krone behind.


   


  “──So, Krone-san. For a reason, I asked Ain to leave the room.”


  “…There is something you want to ask me. Is that right?”


  Krone is very clever. She stared at Olivia, knowing that if she was the only one left, there must be something she wanted to ask. Olivia took a sip of the tea on the table and also looked straight at Krone.


  “What do you want to do from now on?”


  The question asked directly with a serious expression pierced intensely into her heart.


  “It’s just you and me here, Krone-san. There’s no need to hide anything from me, okay?”


  Olivia wanted her to answer without hiding her true feelings. Olivia put her thoughts into words.


  “If I’m being honest, I’m not sure I should be saying this right now.”


  Olivia is not asking what she wants to do in Ishtalika. It must be about what she wants to do with Ain. However, perhaps because of their status and other issues, she can’t easily talk about her secret feelings.


  “Fufu… then, are you planning to spend the rest of your life in Ishtalika?”


  Is this a helping hand? Krone thought when Olivia changed the question and asked her.


  “I have been ready for that since I left Augusto’s mansion.”


  She could answer without hesitation and without stammering. She didn’t mind being called a heartless person who abandoned her country because she felt that way about it.


  Now, she wondered how this answer would be received by… Her heart was aching deep in her chest.


  “I see! Then there’s nothing wrong with that!”


  Olivia clasped her hands in front of her ample chest and smiled innocently. Looking at her, Krone was taken aback. She was so confused that she seemed to be out of sync.


  “U-um… Olivia-sama?”


  “──You should go to the school next spring, too, Krone-san. It’s a different place from the one Ain is in, but it’s a girls’ school where my mother… the queen, is the director.”


  “I… I’m sorry, Olivia-sama. I mean, why did you suddenly mention a school…?”


  She asked Olivia with a puzzled look. Then…


  “We, the royal family, will prepare a place where you can polish a jewel like you, Krone-san.”


  Olivia does not specify her intentions. But even so, her intentions were clear to Krone.


  “If you become the best jewel anyone could ever dream of, everyone will nod their heads without saying a word.”


  What do you think, Krone-san? Olivia continued.


  It was not difficult to guess her intentions. Olivia said that she would support her and Ain’s relationship. She said that if she continued to make an effort, her wish would surely come true. That’s what Olivia meant.


  “How about it? Would you like me to help you improve yourself?”


  Oh, maybe… she is the real goddess. Olivia’s words captivated Krone. It is possible for Krone to stand next to Ain. For that reason, she got the opportunity to make an effort.


  “…Olivia-sama.”


  Suu… hah. Krone took a big deep breath and repeated it.


  After a few repetitions, she turned her attention to the Star Crystal on her left arm. Finally, she returned her gaze to Olivia and nodded deeply and firmly.


   


  


  Chapter 8 - A Farewell To A Helpless Past


  Two days had passed since Krone had arrived in Ishtalika. Since the first night, Ain and Krone hadn’t had much time to talk. This was because both Graff and Krone had a lot of things to do.


  But now that it was settled and finally had some time to relax, today she was observing Ain in the castle’s training grounds.


  “…Amazing.”


  In front of Krone’s eyes, who let out a voice of admiration, Ain was fighting against a knight. The appearance of a young man fighting against a full-fledged knight was enormously impressed on her.


  “Krone-sama. We at Ishtalika are a meritocracy, but unlike Heim, we are not a skill-based society, but a meritocracy based on effort.”


  Up until now, Ain has been making desperate efforts. This is why his physical skills, swordsmanship, and fighting style have changed.


  “Ain-sama has a rare talent, but he has worked even harder than that. He comes early every morning to train, but he also studies until late at night.”


  Lloyd smiled at Ain’s efforts and gave him his unearned praise.


  “──Yes. By looking at Ain now, I can see that… he has been working very hard.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. Ain-sama’s absorption of the magic stone is a great power, but I am glad that you understand that he has trained even more than that.”


  Even in a country that is known for its hard work, Ain is making a name for himself. Krone was deeply impressed by the fact that he had worked harder than anyone could have imagined.


  “Hah… hah… kuh──.”


  By the way, the opponent knight’s breathing became ragged, and it could be seen that he was having difficulty with Ain’s movements.


  “Well ─ Ain-sama is not just like this recently.”


  Lloyd grinned as he looked at Krone. When she looked closely at Ain, she wondered what he meant.


  “…Hah!”


  The swords swung vigorously and broke the knight’s center of gravity, and he hurriedly held his ground to adjust his stance. However, the neglected hand stretched out, and Ain aimed a blow at that point.


  ──*Clink* *Clink*. Then, the sword was knocked away by Ain and rolled away.


  “That’s it!”


  Lloyd stopped them with a loud voice, and the battle ended with Ain’s victory. The two men, Ain and the knight, thanked each other, breathing hard.


  “Your Highness… it seems you have improved your skills again.”


  “It’s still a long way to go. But I am glad to hear you say so.”


  When the two had such a conversation, Ain left the knight’s side and approached Krone’s side. Then Krone closed the distance and talked to him after he finished his training.


  “Um… Thanks for the good work, Ain.”


  She handed him a fluffy towel and a large glass of water. Ain took the two, wiped off his sweat, and drank the water in no time.


  “Yes, thank you.”


  Ain looked refreshed from the aftermath of his victory. He gave a carefree smile and thanked Krone for his concern.


  “…Isn’t your opponent a real knight?”


  “Well, he’s an elite knight who’s always guarding the castle, but… why?”


  “W-why, you say… I never thought that someone as young as Ain would be a match for a knight like him…”


  This question was also natural; she was just taken aback. There were many rumors that she had heard about Ain during her time in Heim. However, at the party at Roundheart Mansion, she had heard about Ain from a servant.


  What she heard was that Ain was a hard worker ─ but even so.


  She has never thought that he would be able to compete with the knights of the great country of Ishtalika, the elite of which work in the castle.


  “…In my case, I’ve absorbed the magic stone, and my status has improved.”


  He has a self-deprecating look on his face, but Lloyd speaks to him.


  “What are you talking about? I’ve said it before, Ain-sama; it’s only because of your own efforts. The gift of training ─ it’s because of this that your power comes into play!”


  “──I’m happy to hear you say that, Lloyd-san.”


  “Hahahaha! That’s great! Well, I’ll be going now.”


  That’s it for today’s training. He promised that he would talk to Krone during his free time.


  “I’m sorry, I think I’d better go take a bath first.”


  He was sweating too much. His complex male mind was concerned about the smell, and he took a step away from Krone. However, she doesn’t mind and takes a step closer.


  “…No, it’s okay; I don’t mind, you know?”


  “I-I do care about it, though…”


  Then, suddenly, she took Ain’s hand and started to walk away.


  “W-wait!?”


  “As I said, I don’t care; it’s fine. Come on, let’s go.”


  “…I thought about it when we talked at Heim, but Krone can be surprisingly pushy, can’t she?”


  “Fufu. I wonder? But since I’ve crossed the ocean like this, I guess so.”


  Ain nodded at the convincing analogy. Boldness, determination, and intelligence. The woman called Krone is out of the norm in many ways.


  (I think it’s cute that she’s a little pushy, though.)


  By the way, the night when he gave her the Star Crystal, they were linked their hands as they are now. It’s kind of funny that they’re doing the same thing, and it makes them laugh.


  “Ah, I’m late to tell you──.”


  She then laughed happily and walked in front of Ain with a thump… of her footsteps. She bent her waist and looked back at Ain, leaning her body into a crook.


  “Didn’t you look great just now, Ain?”


  She said this with a somewhat mature expression while still being a young girl.


  “──I-it’s not fair for you to say this so suddenly.”


  Suddenly, Ain averted his face, hiding his mouth. It is obvious that he was embarrassed by the sudden praise.


  “Are you embarrassed?”


  She said as she peeked into Ain’s face.


  “…I was just surprised.”


  “Hmm… yes. Your face is red. Was it because you were surprised?”


  She tilted her head and asked him, even though she knew the answer. It’s not fair for Ain since her gesture is so cute.


  “This is because I was training just a few minutes ago…”


  Ain is also a man. He tried to be strong, but unfortunately, his strength was weak and fragile.


  “I was sly, wasn’t I? Why does training have anything to do with it?”


  “…I knew you were sly, Krone.”


  “Fufu… thanks.”


  In the end, he was defeated by her. He didn’t have a chance to win in the first place, but she was formidable.


  (I guess that’s part of Krone’s charm.)


  Not only was it not bad, but Ain had a good impression of this as well. Seeing that Ain was defeated, she was in an even better mood and walked next to him.


   


  As they were doing so, Warren walked up to them.


  “Oya, An-sama and Lady Krone. It’s just perfect.”


  Is there something I can do for you? The two stopped.


  “It has just been decided that a celebration party will be held.”


  “A celebration party?”


  What kind of celebration is it? Ain asked when Krone looked at him with a similar expression.


  “Yes, it’s a party. It’s to celebrate the fact that we were able to mine sea crystals from Euro.”


  “Oh, I see. It is indeed a celebration.”


  “The party will also serve as a celebration for Olivia-sama’s return. It will be two weeks and a few days from today, and Ain-sama… as well as Lady Krone and Graff-dono will be attending.”


  He understood what he meant by “just in time.” However, Ain wondered if it was okay for him to attend. It’s because he hadn’t been introduced to the public yet, and he wasn’t sure if he should show up at such an official event.


  “Um, Krone is fine, but is it okay if I attend?”


  “You know, Ain. I think it’s strange to say that… is it fine for me?”


  If Ain doesn’t attend, she won’t either. As if to say this, she laughs with a troubled expression.


  “Hahahaha! I’m glad to see you two are getting along so well. Of course, there is no problem with the two of you attending. Both of you will be treated as my guests.”


  In other words, he should hide his identity so that Ain could attend the party. Thinking about it, it was the first time he had ever been to a formal party, and he was getting a little nervous now.


  “I need to make costumes for the two of you. So, I’d like to ask for your time this evening.”


  It was to measure their bodies. It was a party, so they should at least wear formal attire.


  “U-um… Warren-sama? I have my own dress…”


  “It’s a gift from Olivia-sama. Please accept it.”


  “…Understood. I’ll be sure to convey my thanks to Olivia-sama.”


  Ishtalika’s formal attire ─ the dress that Krone wears, but she was interested in it. The dress, which would be different from Heim’s, resonated strongly with the female heart.


  Besides, if she was told that it was a gift from Olivia, she could not disregard it.


  “Therefore, I will send a servant to serve you both later. Then, I’ll take my leave…”


  The two of them looked at each other and laughed at the sudden announcement. They had never dreamed that they would be able to sit in on the party so soon.


  “Your Highness? I’m looking forward to seeing you in your formal attire.”


  “Oh, I can’t wait to see the princess in her dress as well.”


  They exchanged theatrical gestures and reminisced about the party in about two weeks. Then they enjoyed chatting in the courtyard.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  That night, Krone finished Warren’s lesson, which had become routine, in her room at the castle.


  “Although peace tends to hide them, there are many vicious monsters out there ─ please remember that.”


  The time was just before the sun went down, and it had been a very long lesson today.


  “That’s it for today’s lesson. Now, please consider… and discuss your future plans.”


  “Yes, thank you very much.”


  The lesson ended with a lot of difficult stuff, not something a nine-year-old girl would do. But she is trying her best to keep up with the rigor of the class.


  “Lady Krone, you must be tired, so please use the large bathroom.”


  Warren then looked at the tired Krone and suggested.


  “A-as expected, that’s…”


  “No, it’s an important duty to relieve fatigue.”


  This is true, but she usually uses the bathroom provided in her room. The large bathrooms that are used by royalty made her refrain from using them.


  “…I understand. I’ll take your word for it today.”


  “Yes, please do. Then… I’ll be leaving.”


  Warren said and left Krone’s room.


  Phew… Krone let out a tired sigh and got up from her chair. She slowly walked out the door and made her way to the large bathroom.


  “Well, I’m looking forward to it.”


  Despite her reluctance, she was looking forward to being able to go to the large bathroom. Her mood gradually lifted; she lightened her step and made her way to the large bathroom.


  “Oya? Krone-sama, what brings you here at this hour?”


  “Oh, good evening, Martha-sama.”


  “No, no, you can just call me Martha.”


  When she was called with sama, Martha told Krone so with a wry smile. But as expected, Krone seemed uncomfortable to call her that.


  “Then… would you mind if I called you Martha-san?”


  “It would be fine if you call me just by my name, but… yes, of course.”


  After getting her consent to call her by that address, Krone answered the previous question.


  “Actually, Warren-sama suggested that I go to the large bathroom. So I thought I’d borrow it for tonight.”


  “Oh, that makes sense at this time… Please enjoy yourselves.”


  Martha bowed deeply and was about to leave Krone’s side… But then she stopped and said


  “Speaking of which──.”


  She continued.


  “In the corridor leading to the large bathroom, there is the castle’s proud library.”


  “Yes. From what I’ve heard, it’s quite large.”


  “I was returning from the library to give Ain-sama a drink.”


  In the end, she smiled at Krone, bowed once more, and then left.


  “…I assume that means… that I have permission to meet him for the night?”


  To see his face at the end of the day. Her heart naturally beats, and she decides to take a detour to the library. Krone was heading for the large bathroom, so the stacks were only a short walk away.


  After going down a couple of stairs, she came to a room with a particularly large door. She put her hand on the historic door and slowly opened it without making a sound.


  A row of bookshelves spread out in front of her. The walls were so high that she couldn’t imagine how many books were on them.


  She smelled the old paper and started looking for Ain.


  “…I wonder where he is.”


  There were desks and chairs everywhere, but no sign of Ain. She walked further and further into the room, to a spot by the wall with high windows all around.


  “Ah…”


  He was sitting alone in his chair, with several thick books stacked on his desk. And what caught Krone’s eye more than anything else was.


  “…So that’s the pile of paper Ain makes, as rumor says.”


  The pile of paper was full of words that Ain had scribbled on. Piled one on top of the other, it is an excellent example of his desperate efforts, a far cry from what an average person would do.


  His concentration is so intense that he doesn’t even notice Krone nearby, moving his pen laboriously.


  “You’re working so hard all by yourself until this late at night…”


  In the morning, he trains with his sword, and then he studies until late at night, which makes her feel affectionate for him.


  “…Fuh.”
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  She then breathes into his ear as if to play a prank.


  Martha said that she had given him a drink earlier. This means that Ain was just about to take a break, so she decided to play a little joke on him.


  “Eh… Eh…..? Eeeeeehhh!”


  “I-is it too much of a surprise…?”


  After his body shook with fear and looked around, he turned his attention to Krone behind him. He finally realized who the culprit was, and his lips twitched in embarrassment at his surprise.


  “I… I’m not surprised, you know…? If anything, I was just tickled…!”


  It’s obviously an attempt to look tough, but the gesture is adorable. She kept it to herself, as saying this would obviously put him in a bad mood.


  “I just finished my studies for the day. I heard that Ain was still studying, so I came to check on you.”


  “…I see. Then, I’d be happy if you’d talk to me normally next time.”


  “Can I do the same as before if I talk to you first?”


  He didn’t answer but took a sip of the drink that Martha had just made. After gulping it down, he looked at Krone, who seemed to have calmed down a bit.


  “It’s no fun to watch me study, is it?”


  “No, not really. I’m happy because I got to see something amazing, you see?”


  She looked at the pile of papers and started talking about it.


  “I got to see Ain’s pile of papers, as it was rumored.”


  “W-what’s that rumor…?”


  “It’s a secret. It’s just that Ain is working really hard…”


  He had no idea what she was talking about, and Ain just looked at her curiously.


  “I guess that means… I have to work even harder.”


  It’s not that she was slacking off; she was making an effort in her own way. But when she found out that the man she loved was working even harder, she decided that she had to work even harder…


  “Ah, I wanted to ask you, is it true that Ain has broken many wooden swords?”


  “Huh… eh, how did you know… about that?”


  The Roundheart’s servant had been telling the truth. Krone smiled and watched Ain’s dismay.


  “I wonder if Ain was… more violent than I thought?”


  She didn’t think so, but she just enjoyed talking to him and wanted to tease him.


  “…I used to carve a piece of wood into a sword every morning, but it would break easily in the evening.”


  “Hmm… Was it cheap wood?”


  “No, it’s a high-quality wood that can be used for ships and building materials.”


  And then, Krone was taken aback.


  “D-did you just destroy a wooden sword like that in one day?”


  “…I’ve been swinging it like an idiot, so maybe the burden was too much.”


  However, there is no way that a mere boy’s strength can break it. It took only half a day. Krone thinks that he might have been talented even back then, with her eyes glazed over. Even if it is a skilled adult knight, it would not be easy to do the same as Ain.


  “You have a strength deep within your body that your skills cannot measure.”


  Muttering, she thought even more strongly ─ she would have to work even harder to stand next to Ain.


  Eventually, Krone gently turns around and leaves Ain.


  “I was on my way to the bathroom. Would you like to join me?”


  She giggled and teased him for the umpteenth time. Immediately after that, Ain blushed and replied.


  “I won’t join you! Now, go take a bath and get some rest!”


  With a flamboyant gesture, he replied, which made Krone even happier. If he was embarrassed, it meant that he found her attractive.


  “Fufu. See you next time, okay?”


  So she deliberately hints at the next time.


  She said good night to Ain, who blushed and kept quiet and walked to the large bathroom. This evening, she was able to travel to the dream world in an excellent mood. It was a day when she strongly felt that being close to him warmed her heart so much.


  


   


  

  ──It was three weeks after Krone’s arrival in Ishtalika. As night falls, the high-ranking nobles dressed in glittering attire make their way to the castle’s grand hall. A party held in a castle would be unique even here in Ishtalika.


  The ceiling shines with several huge chandeliers, and the glamour is beyond Ain’s imagination.


  “I… I’m sorry to keep you waiting, Ain.”


  “Don’t worry; I haven’t waited long at all.”


  Krone came in a hurry to Ain, who was waiting in the corner of the party hall. In her cherry blossom-colored dress, she looked lovely and different from usual. Ain, too, was dressed in different formal attire.


  “Well, I had to join the greeting for a bit…”


  She was attending the party as Warren’s honored guest. This is probably why it took her so long to meet up with Ain.


  “As I said, it’s fine. And… that dress looks good on you.”


  “──Fufu, thank you. I think you look really good wearing that as well.”


  After complimenting each other on today’s attire, they toasted each other with the glasses on the table.


  After drinking the fruit water, Krone began to talk with a tired expression.


  “I was prepared for this, but when people hear the name Heim, I got some stern looks.”


  “…What happened?”


  “N-no. I just felt that… they didn’t like me in an obvious way.”


  This is mainly because of the way Ain and Olivia were treated. According to her, there was a lot of hostility in people’s eyes and behavior.


  “Warren-san was next to you, wasn’t he? And then… they still do that to you?”


  “But Warren-sama condemned them. I think that’s the least he can do.”


  “…I don’t want to say that it’s inevitable, but I do know that.”


  “It’s okay; I don’t mind. It’s just that it’s such a gorgeous party.”


  She said, turning her attention to the table where they were.


  “I never thought that they even decorated with magic stones.”


  The tables were always decorated with huge magic stones. They were so-called luxury items for decoration, and they were certainly glittering and beautiful.


  “Me too. I’ve never been to a party before, so this is actually my first time.”


  The innocent demeanor of the man was enough to make Krone feel uncomfortable. Seeing Ain enjoying himself, the tiredness that she had just experienced disappeared.


  “Fufu… then why don’t we enjoy ourselves a lot? When is the official introduction taking place?”


  “I’ve heard that it will be after the winter and before Krone and I go to school.”


  The season is now autumn. The official introduction seems to be closer than expected.


  “So, you’ll have to come up with a speech later.”


  If it’s the crown prince’s speech, he needs to win the hearts of the people. It may be too much for Ain to think about on his own.


  “It’s a common tale… Maybe you could say something about someone you admire?”


  “Someone I admire, I see.”


  It’s more of a goal, but it’s the first king that comes to his mind. The reason why he aimed at him was because he thought it would be an excellent way to show off the Heim people, and as the crown prince, he would eventually become a great king.


  “The only problem is, I’m not sure I can talk like my predecessors.”


  “Fufu… Yes, Ain’s speech is gentle, after all.”


  Above all, it’s not a pattern. However, he wondered if he should practice his speech and be able to speak respectfully.


  As he ponders this, he hears a voice in his ear.


  “But I don’t know what the Prime Minister is thinking.”


  “You’re right. Inviting Heim’s people to the party would defile the castle.”


  ” Good grief… that is exactly right.”


  (They were complaining quite freely.)


  Krone, who was standing next to him, must have heard it too.


  Ain continued to be irritated by the words, but Krone probably doesn’t care about it anymore. As soon as their eyes met, she smiled at him in her usual cute way.


  “Geez, do I have something on my face?”


  “…Two eyes, one nose, and one mouth?”


  “Oh, so that means Ain and I are the same. I’m glad to know that.”


  …Let’s not worry about it myself, said Ain. And devote himself to enjoying the party with her ─ Ain decided to do so. She also made up her mind, but then she opened her mouth as if she remembered something.


  “Ah, by the way, I saw some delicious food over there. I’ll bring it over to Ain if you want.”


  “I’ll go with you then.”


  “You’re the Crown Prince, aren’t you? I’ll be right back. Wait for me here.”


  When he tried to follow her, she stopped him.


  “Wait… ah, she’s left already…”


  She walks gracefully down the hall and leaves Ain behind.


  It’s his way of thinking that he should at least go with her to get the food, but he decides to wait. Then, without pausing after she left, Warren quietly came up to him.


  “It seems you’re enjoying the party. I am relieved.”


  He smiled softly as he came next to Ain.


  “Krone is here, too… By the way, is it okay if you talk to me?”


  “No problem. Whenever I’m at a party, I always approach the people who are coming.”


  Warren put down the glass he was holding. He must have enough time to relax at this table. If that’s the case, Ain was about to make small talk when Warren opened his mouth first.


  “Speaking of which, if I were to use an example of someone you admire, I’d say His Majesty the First would be the best.”


  “Oh, did you hear about my conversation with Krone?”


  “I apologize. I don’t mean to be rude, but… I happen to be nearby.”


  It’s not strange that he could hear Ain. To Ain, who is a little embarrassed, Warren begins to praise Ain’s recent behavior.


  “Just talking about admiration is a fool’s errand. However, in addition to studying, Ain-sama’s efforts in the military also shine.”


  “…Isn’t that too much praise?”


  “No, it is not. Even though you’re only six years old, you’ve beaten the knights at your age. The fact that you are aiming to become the first king ─ that will be a strong persuasion to the people.”


  Warren said that the proof of Ain’s constant efforts to get closer to the first king would surely resonate with the people of Ishtalika. However, although it was nice to be recognized, Ain was still not satisfied.


  “Um, I appreciate it when you say that, but…”


  After all, the person he admires and aims for is the man who defeated the demon king. The knights are not weak, but there are still many barriers that are too high, such as Lloyd and Chris.


  “Fumu, it’s good to be ambitious… by the way.”


  Warren rubbed his long beard and looked at Ain with a smile.


  “──Today’s party is a gift from His Majesty to you, Ain-sama, for all your hard work.”


  “A-a gift? The party?”


  “His Majesty is heartbroken over what happened that day at Ain-sama’s introduction party at Heim.”


  The King, Sylvird, is so kind that he cares more about him than the party itself. However, Warren continued to speak with some dissatisfaction.


  “Better yet, I thought we could introduce you at today’s party.”


  Warren said that it is a common practice for the nobles to be introduced to the public first.


  “In fact, as Prime Minister, I have the right to decide on the date for Ain-sama’s introduction.”


  “Oh… so you don’t need grandfather’s permission?”


  “As a system, no. But it would be polite to ask in advance.”


  But if it is to be introduced, Ain will need to make a speech.


  (I’ll have to think of something… I guess.)


  But when he thought that inwardly ─ that’s when.


  “…Excuse me. It seems that something a little out of the ordinary has happened.”


  In the direction Warren looked, there was Krone and a nobleman. However, the situation is a little bit strange, and the surrounding nobles seem to be looking at them from a distance.


  “Even though you are an acquaintance of the Prime Minister, how could you show your face to Ishtalika─?”


  The loud voice of a nobleman was heard, glaring at Krone. The nobleman is giving out a very swift and strong indication that he is about to make a move.


  “You are not suitable for this place! Now come on! I’ll show you where you belong!”


  Sylvird, who was sitting at a distance, also noticed this and gave Warren a look. Then he saw the nobleman grab Krone’s hand, and Ain’s feet moved as quickly as possible.


  “Let’s go, Warren-san.”


  He said, but despite that, he started to go on his own.


  “P-please wait…! I’m the one who invited that nobleman, so I will…!”


  But his words did not reach Ain, who was deep in thought about the current situation.


  (It’s just like my mother and me that day.)


  On the day they couldn’t attend the introduction party, they and Krone went together that night. Then, strangely enough, his feet naturally moved.


  (I’m stronger than I was that day, too. Therefore, I’m not going to run away…)


  “That’s why Ain-sama! Leave that nobleman to me ─ no, this is rather…”


  Then Warren also had an expression on his face, as if he had thought of something. After taking a few steps, he grinned and spoke in Ain’s ear.


  “──That nobleman is somewhat of a strong-willed man. Shouldn’t we attack Heim as well? That’s what he said before.”


  Ain finally responded when he was told so in his ear.


  “Does that mean he hates Heim more than others?”


  “His patriotism is stronger than most people’s, and he has a strong disdain for Heim.”


  He did not stop Ain but deliberately started to give such information.


  “I understand. I’ll let him know that it’s all too much.”


  When Warren heard this, he looked secretly at Sylvird. Warren smiled meaningfully at him as he wondered what he was going to do.


  “…That old raccoon.”


  Sylvird secretly muttered and held his head, but he watched what the two of them were doing in the end. In the vicinity, even Olivia, who was surrounded by nobles, was looking at them anxiously.


  “Ain-sama. I have one piece of advice for you: you are the Crown Prince. Therefore, you should treat him with an appropriate attitude.”


  “…Even though I haven’t been introduced as the Crown Prince yet…?”


  “Of course. ──Please remember the usual tone of voice of His Majesty.”


  He implored him not to take it too hard.


  (I thought I was going to practice my speech, but I never thought this would happen.)


  The opportunity to practice was lost, but there was no way he would run away from this moment.


  All right ─ he told Warren and took a deep breath as he walked. Then, he calmly managed the many emotions of responsibility and anger. Before long, he took on a unique air of dominance.


  “Excuse me, do you have some business with my guest?”


  Eventually, Ain arrived at the location of Krone and the nobleman. He intervenes between them and protects Krone by brushing off the nobleman’s hand a little roughly.


  “A… Ain… I-I’ll be fine…”


  She acts stoutly but with a sad expression. Ain is strongly heartbroken and squeezes her hand tightly before looking at the nobleman once more.


  “Who are you to interrupt me out of the blue? She’s the Prime Minister’s guest, isn’t she?”


  But Warren had disappeared before anyone could notice, and the only one who had arrived was Ain. He stood as if to protect Krone and never stepped back.


  “No, she is my guest, approved by His Majesty.”


  “…I see. I don’t know whose son you are, but you certainly are rude.”


  But Ain is not intimidated and looked back at the nobleman.


  “It should be taken into consideration. It is only natural for us nobles to hate Heim.”


  Unfortunately, there were a few nobles who nodded. This was inevitable, Ain agreed, but then he thought of something.


  (…It’s not Krone’s fault, it’s me who caused it.)


  He couldn’t stand the fact that he was being disinherited because he wasn’t worthy, and like Olivia before… even Krone and the others were being affected.


  (Oh, I get it. I… I have to do it myself.)


  After making a strong decision inwardly, Ain looked straight at the nobleman and opened his mouth.


  “──If you hate Heim, you should address your complaints to me.”


  As Warren had advised, Ain changed his tone at this moment.


  “Huh… I have no idea what you’re trying to say.”


  “Right. But I do know what’s wrong.”


  Then the atmosphere that Ain wore changed, and he exuded a special kind of supremacy, like that of Sylvird. At the same time, he took a step forward, and the nobleman unconsciously took a step back.


  Ain’s unmistakable power overwhelmed him.


  “I’ll repeat it. If you hate Heim, I am the cause of it all.”


  What was he trying to say? The nobleman was puzzled by the phenomenon of being pressured by such a small child, but there was no sign that he could push back.


  “Even though I have royal blood, I am inferior to my brother. There is no way to accept a man who has royal blood but is inferior to his brother, who was disinherited and brought back home by his mother.”


  “…Royal blood? You’re not going to tell me you’re the Crown Prince, are you?”


  It is still a long way off for the Crown Prince to be introduced ─ well, at least, it is unthinkable for him to come before the nobility without any prior notification, which is normal.


  Perhaps because of the sudden turn of events, the nobles did not believe that Ain was the Crown Prince.


  “──After all, in the face of the hatred for Heim, it is… likely.”


  However, when he saw that Ain did not answer the question, the nobleman, rather than pointing out his rudeness, felt a sense of supremacy that he should be silent before this word.


  “What do you have against the Crown Prince who was born in Heim, which you consider to be a rural state, a low-class state, and who was disinherited in Heim?”


  Whenever he complained to the girl from Heim, he would point out his own inner thoughts. Unfortunately, he sees that this is exactly what he was thinking and that it was a feeling similar to venting his frustration.


  At the root of it all, he was dissatisfied with the existence of Ain, and that was what he had revealed.


  “──No! I’m not complaining about the Crown Prince…!”


  But it would be disrespectful not to deny it.


  The nobleman hurriedly said, but Ain held out his hand to restrain him.


  “I do not mean to reprimand you for that. On the contrary, I am inclined to forgive you. …But I’m not going to forgive you for putting your hands on her, though.”


  ──Before long, all the attention in the hall was on Ain and the nobleman.


  Moreover, because Sylvird and Warren did not intervene to stop them, the other nobles also closed their mouths in unison. Some of the nobles looked at the current situation and wondered if the boy was really the Crown Prince. They became lost in thought.


  (Warren-san. It seems that you were right to use today as an opportunity to introduce myself…)


  Thinking back to the conversation they had just had, he turned his head and let out a laugh.


  “The feelings you have are natural.”


  He took a deep breath and opened his mouth.


  “I was born helpless. My mother suffered, my father abandoned me, and even my brother looked down on me.”


  Why is he talking about himself? But it was enough to get the attention of those around him.


  “I wrote many books, snapped many wooden swords, and worked hard all by myself ─ but the result was disinheritance. In the end, I lost the leading role at the party to my younger brother.”


  The story was so pathetic that he couldn’t help but smile wryly. But the story doesn’t end there. There were more important events to unfold.


  “But I met her that night, and that gave me the opportunity to prove my worth.”


  At the same time, he looked at the anxious girl behind him and told her it would be okay.


  “After that, I found myself crossing the sea to come here to Ishtalika. It was only then that I heard that I have a great grandfather.”


  It’s not bad to be called great by his grandson. As he listened to his words, Sylvird smiled despite holding his cheek.


  “I want to apologize to everyone for my weakness. But…”


  Then Ain reached out his hand and grabbed the blue magic stone on the table with his bare hand.


  “──W-what are you doing…? Don’t do that, let go of it!”


  “──No need to worry.”


  Ain answered stubbornly, not caring about the nobleman’s warning.


  “I’m already strong… and have turned into a worthy presence in this land.”


  The hall began to buzz, and Ain’s every move drew attention. Naturally, grabbing an expensive magic stone with bare hands is nothing but a suicidal act that strongly affects the body.


  “…I’ll show you why now.”


  He lifted the stone to the sky and absorbed its contents with his usual toxin decomposition. The blue color gradually fades, and what emerges is a crystal clear white ─ in other words.


  “Our Ishtarika… and its symbol, the white silver, is in my hands.”


  What it means is the pride of the country of Ishtarika.


  (…I guess I’ve grown up a little… too.)


  Perhaps there is no day that he is more grateful for the gifts of his training than this day.


  Ain smiled for a moment and looked around at the nobles in the hall. In imitation of the white silver that the first king is said to have liked to use, Ain declared in a high-pitched voice.


  “I created this white silver, undaunted by the power of monsters.”


  The nobles were stunned, but Ain continued to speak.


  “──Therefore, I ask you. Is there anyone who thinks that our white silver pride… is weak… or not?”


  Ain smiled bitterly inwardly. In fact, this question is too unfair. If anyone disagrees, that person indirectly disagrees with the first king.


  “Let me repeat the question. Is there anyone who thinks that our white silver… Ishtalika is weak… or not!”


  That’s when it happened. To that word, even Sylvird widened his eyes and looked at him from behind.


  “Ain, you… are…”


  He was certainly surprised, although his muttered voice did not reach him. The words that Ain said were words that those who lived in Ishtalika would never forget.


  The nobles in the hall listened intently to the exchange between the two ─ or rather, to what Ain was saying.


  “If there are no objections, it proves that I am different now than I was before.”


  What do you think? He gave the nobleman a straightforward look of high spirits.


  “If my efforts and qualities are not enough for you, you can always visit the castle. I always train early in the morning and stay in the library until the sun goes down ─ there is nothing to be ashamed of.”


  Ain said that he was just trying to be the best he could be and not sitting around.


  When the nobleman was puzzled by his inability to raise any objections, Ain finally decided to explain himself.


  “Therefore, I shall now confidently proclaim my name.”


  His mouth moved without feeling the slightest bit of guilt at bearing the name of Ishtalika.


  “My name is Ain… Ain von Ishtalika.”


  The nobles in the hall all trembled as Ain spoke these words. He had never said his name until now. In other words, it was only at this moment that they became aware of the fact that their hearts had been shaken by the words alone.


  “Wha…!”


  Among them, the nobleman standing in front of Ain was particularly strong. Pushed by a powerful force, he almost unconsciously fell to his knees.


  “…If you accept me, you must also accept her.”


  Ain gently raises his cheek as if smiling bitterly and quietly looks back at Krone. After seeing her clasping her hands on his chest, Ain returned his gaze to the nobleman.


  “So, I want to ask you once again. This time, I want to ask everyone.”


  A little further away, Olivia gasped, and even Chris and the others gasped. The hall was silent, and Ain gave off the most powerful energy of the day.


  “Whether or not I’m still weak, and whether or not I’m still worthless…!”


  These words were not directed only at the nobleman in front of him but at all the nobles in the hall. Some of the nobles stared at Ain, while others were just amazed by his actions.


  “If not, I would like to make a promise to you ─ or rather, to everyone here, to Ishtalika.”


  A powerful voice with an inflection tells them that Ain’s speech is coming to an end. He thought he had come in to defend Krone, but he was delivering his speech before he knew it.


  But it was his own fault, and he began to speak his last words.


  “I promise you this as the Crown Prince and as someone who admires a great being.”


  Suddenly, Ain felt a refreshing breeze blowing through his heart.


  “The glory of Ishtalika will last forever.”


  Then a sense of fatigue washed over him.


  Yeah… he must have had his fill. So, he spared a few minutes to get to this point.


  ──Then, he realized at this point.


  The entire nobility in the hall was as quiet as the dead.


  “…I see, I.”


  Sylvird, who sat in one of the most prominent seats, sensed something in Ain’s words. He had a smile on his face and watched Ain with a knowing look on his face.


  Olivia, standing a little further away, also smiled, tears welling up in her jewel-like eyes.


  (I’ll have to apologize later. I took the liberty of saying my name, after all…)


  He said he couldn’t overlook the matter of Krone, so he took the liberty of doing the introduction, which had not been planned.


  He didn’t want to think about… how he would be scolded later, but he couldn’t stop any longer.


  When this happens, a surprising situation happens to Ain.


  “Eh?”


  A small, worried voice leaked out, but it didn’t reach anyone and disappeared into the void.


  The male nobles kneeled in respect, and the female nobles kneeled in a respectful gesture.
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  “A-Ain… everyone…”


  When he turned around and looked at Krone in confusion, he saw that she was also surprised.


  What’s going on all of a sudden? ─ He finally turned to Olivia.


  “Even mother…!”


  No, not only her, but Lloyd and Warren as well.


  The only one not on his knees was the King, Sylvird. And the only people Princess Olivia has to bow to are the king and the Crown Prince.


  At this moment, Ain has truly become the Crown Prince of Ishtalika.


  “W-what should I do…?”


  


   


  

  In the end, it was Sylvird who brought things to a conclusion. He made all the nobles in the hall stand up and asked them to praise Ain for his abrupt but well-spoken speech. He complained to Ain, who was applauded but said it was admirable.


  A little later, the topic of conversation in the hall was all about Ain.


  “Ah, he is a courageous man, isn’t he?”


  “Umu. He is braver than I had heard, and it is wonderful that he spoke of his own strength instead of his position.”


  One of the nobles spoke of Ain’s earlier words.


  “It was wonderful. How wonderful that he would put his body on the line like that to protect a young lady who had crossed the ocean.”


  “Yes. It was such a beautiful scene… as if it were a scene from a fairy tale.”


  The noblewomen were impressed by Ain’s defending of Krone and talked about it, remembering the scene from earlier.


  “Even so, I was surprised to see that His Royal Highness the Crown Prince was not afraid of the magic of the magic stone.”


  “He must be a very strong man, and it seems that the future of our Ishtalika is bright…!”


  Another group of nobles also sounded surprised.


  “You are right. I don’t know what kind of power he has, but it’s not something a mere person can do!”


  Despite the suddenness of the event, their feelings toward Ain were very good.


  After that, Ain exchanged words with several nobles and smiled for a few minutes. But when he calmed down a bit, he asked Warren, who was walking nearby, for help.


  “…Um, I think my body is a little overheated, so can I go out on the terrace and cool my head off?”


  His face was strangely heated. Perhaps it was the result of nervousness and joy. Ain asked to be excused from his seat, as they had been talking without a break so far.


  “No problem. The terrace over there is only open to us, the people involved, but in the meantime, please take an escort…”


  Warren wanted to ask Chris to be Ain’s escort, but Ain was adamant.


  “I want to take some time alone to think about it. Would that be all right?”


  The terrace is located behind the seat where Sylvird is sitting, out of sight of the nobles in the hall.


  “…I understand. It gets cold at night, so please take care of yourself.”


  “Thank you very much. I’ll leave you to it, mother.”


  “Yes, please be careful.”


  Thus, Ain left Olivia and the others and went to the terrace near the hall. Olivia, who was left behind, beckoned to Krone, who was watching the situation.


  “──Krone-san. Did you fall in love with Ain all over again?”


  “Yes… I don’t know how many times I can fall in love at first sight, but I can’t find the answer.”


  Last time, he fulfilled her longing in Heim, and this time, he showed up dashing at the party to help her.


  The content of his speech was so heroic that it just grabbed her heart. She stroked her cheeks, which had turned red in a different way from Ain’s, and exhaled in a mature gesture.


  “I’m in trouble. I don’t know what to say to him… Because he might not be able to remain normal.”


  Then, as she did so, she heard the conversation of a nearby nobleman.


  “It was an outstanding moment. What a remarkable presence.”


  “Exactly… No, no, no, I never thought I’d hear a speech like the one given by His Majesty the First.”


  And then she guessed. Why did the nobles in the hall suddenly kneel down?


  “…Olivia-sama, did everyone take a knee because Ain just now was like His Majesty the First?”


  “Fufu… yeah, that’s what it is.”


  Everything makes sense. It’s not just a matter of Ain being the Crown Prince.


  “His Majesty the First used his favorite white silver as a metaphor for Ishtalika when he went to defeat the Demon King. The words he used to inspire everyone were exactly the same as the speech Ain had just given.”


  Warren said, but it wasn’t just that the words were similar, but also the power and supremacy that Ain possessed. That’s why his thoughts and feelings moved all the nobles in the hall.


  Ain is truly an amazing person. When Krone’s inner thoughts were filled with that thought, she wanted to talk to Ain as soon as possible. She stared in the direction of the terrace.


  “──Krone-san. You can go if you want.”


  “Olivia-sama…?”


  Then Olivia smiled and gave her a push.


  “You can go now. Ain-sama must be pleased to have Lady Krone to company him.”


  Warren said, and Chris put a shawl over Krone’s shoulders.


  “It’s cold outside, so take this.”


  Before she realized it, they had even arranged everything for her to go outside. She was confused by this preparation, but she wanted to talk to Ain more than that.


  “T… thank you very much. Now, if you’ll excuse me for a moment…!”


  Olivia and the others watched as she hurriedly made her way to the back of the line.


  “──She went, I see.”


  “Ara, father.”


  It was Sylvird; he came right after Krone left.


  “Good grief, I would have punished him for what he did earlier, but I’ve given Ain a lot of trouble, including investigating the Roundhart family and the sea crystals. I’ll just put it aside for now.”


  It was thanks to this that he ended up with only a bitter complaint, and Ain managed to escape punishment. He turned a disgruntled face to Warren, but Warren opened his mouth without paying attention.


  “It is just as well that His Majesty is also here. I have something to report about Lady Krone.”


  What is it? Olivia and Sylvird looked at Warren curiously.


  “Next year, Lady Krone will be transferring to the Liebe Girls’ Academy. I’ve been giving her assignments for that, and she’s done much better than I expected.”


  “Fumu… If Warren says so, then it must be a good result.”


  “I’ve increased the number of tasks and have decided on the future of her education.”


  Only when the number of assignments increased, she said with a drawn-out smile that said, “…Thank you.”


  She, just like Ain, will have to work very hard.


  “So, what is the educational plan?”


  “Yes. The first is an education plan for… civil servants such as myself.”


  He held up a finger and counted.


  “The second is to become an all-around educated, unrivaled lady, like Her Highness.”


  Sylvird and Olivia listened quietly. They couldn’t help but wonder what choice Krone had made.


  “Third, to become something like a queen. This plan is to cultivate a personality that can lead the people.”


  “So, which one did Krone choose?”


  Warren smiled reminiscently and paused for a few seconds before answering.


  “A highly educated lady who can think and judge like a queen and watch over the King. So she says.”


  It was a choice that was both selfish and strong-willed, just like her.


  Sylvird smiled broadly at her dependability and watched the direction of the terrace.


  “…Good gracious. The new generation is too much of a problem for me.”


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The terrace where Ain is. As Warren said, only a few people can visit this place. On such a terrace, he leaned his elbows on the fence and gazed at the night view of the castle town.


  “…The view is amazing as always.”


  The castle is big and tall, and this night view is also a view of the castle town from high above. The sky was clear and full of stars, just before the onset of winter.


  On the other hand, when he looked down, he saw a cityscape that looked like a jewel box turned upside down.


  “But it might be getting a little cold.”


  “──Well, why don’t you join me for a shoulder ride?”


  It’s fluffy. A soft cloth is placed on the shoulders of Ain.


  “H-huh… Krone?”


  “Yes. It’s me, Krone.”


  She answered and stood next to Ain. Strangely, perhaps because of the remnants of his exuberant mood, Ain did not feel nervous. As they stood there, their shoulders barely touching each other, they both turned their attention to the castle town.


  “Thank you, um… for what you did earlier.”


  She said with a crimson face, suppressing the throbbing in her chest.


  “It’s my fault that I put you in that situation, so don’t worry about it.”


  Although he replied, she grasped Ain’s hand tightly.


  “I was happy that you protected me. That’s why… I was really happy.”


  She stood so close to him, holding his hand and looking at him with a blush. The two were staring into each other’s eyes when they suddenly came to their senses and let go of each other’s hands to look at the castle town.


  “A-anyway ─ Ishtalika is really a big country…!”


  “Y… yes. I’m still amazed by it all.”


  The comparison for both of them was Heim. Ain was born in a port city, and Krone in the capital, but they could not see such a scene in Heim.


  In the end, she regained a bit of her composure and asked Ain as if teasing him.


  “Hey, what you just said… did you actually think about that before?”


  “…What if I told you I had?”


  When he said this, she tilted her head and laughed.


  “Ain is a terrible liar, you know. It’s easy to tell by looking at your face.”


  It seemed that she was just asking a question, and she knew the answer from the beginning. In response to her words, he put his hand on his cheek as if he was unhappy.


  “There are still several large cities on this continent, like… the port city of Magna.”


  He had never been around, but this continent was more extensive and more expansive than Heim.


  “I thought it was great. Just one city is amazing, but there are so many of them.”


  “Geez, Ain? All you said was that it was amazing…”


  “That’s how great it is. This country is.”


  Also, everywhere he looked, all he could see was the difference between it and Heim. Maybe the difference in technology and civilization is as much as a few hundred years.


  It’s just like a different world.


  “But I know what you mean.”


  “That’s good to hear.”


  Suddenly, a strong wind blew over the two of them. It was only for a moment, but Krone’s long hair flew up in the air, and the scent of flowers reached Ain.


  …It was when Ain was about to fall in love with the scent. The royal capital of Ishtalika changed its appearance as if to congratulate Ain on his speech.


  “──This is.”


  Krone muttered. When she finished combing her hair with her hand, she noticed something that fell into her hand on the fence. It was as cold as ice and would melt if touched with the hand.


  “It looks like snow.”


  A single snowflake landed on Krone’s hand. That was the start of the snow falling all over the capital.


  The city’s lights and the castle reflected the snow and made it sparkle from time to time. There were a few clouds in the starry sky, but it was still a star-filled night.


  Looking down, the beautiful castle town was there, with a new glimmer of snow on top.


  “I wonder if they’re congratulating His Royal Highness the Crown Prince?”


  “…Maybe they’re welcoming Krone, though.”


  Then they looked at each other again and laughed.


  “So, don’t you think it’s nice to say… that both of those…?”


  “I think you might be right about that.”


  Ain nodded at her phrasing.


  Then, Krone looked at the castle town and said.


  “Oh… looking closely, I can see that there’s a water train running. And even though it’s this late, there are still a lot of people walking around.”


  She had been thinking this since the day she first arrived in the capital, but there was a difference in these things as well.


  “When I got off the train at the White Rose station for the first time. I thought it was some kind of festival or something.”


  It wasn’t. The White Rose station is a huge station, always crowded with people.


  “It’s different. I still remember how surprised I was when Warren-sama told me.”


  Ain listened to her pleasant voice in one ear. They both exhaled white breaths and enjoyed the contrasting warmth of the atmosphere.


  “Hey, Ain. Even that is only a small part of the story here in Ishtalika, isn’t it?”


  “──Yes. There are many, many more people living all over this continent.”


  Ain’s profile, looking at the castle town, was more confident than when he was in Heim.


  “…Which one of us is sly, now?”


  She thought back to the other day when he had called her sly and complained to the contrary. Krone felt relieved, but she didn’t want to think about being left behind by him.


  She took a breath… and spoke while peeking into Ain’s profile.


  “I’ve decided to do my best, too. Oh, I’m not going to tell you what it is.”


  She told Ain with a mischievous look in her eyes. She looked as if she wanted him to listen.


  “Y-yeah… Are you sure you don’t want to tell me…?”


  A decision was made between Krone and Warren. She decided to keep it to herself.


  “Fufu. I never said anything about telling you, did I?”


  What a little devil you are. Ain shrugged his shoulders.


  After a while, Krone walked away with a light step. A few steps later, she fluffed out her dress and turned around.


  “──There is something you have to do at the end of the party.”


  “Something I have to do? What do I have to do?”


  *Thump* *thump*. He asked her as he followed her footsteps down the hall.


  “There’s no performance, but it’s such a beautiful setting. There’s only one thing to do, right?”


  “──So that’s it. I see what you mean.”


  Ain cleared his throat and straightened up. He stepped in front of her.


  “──Krone.”


  He called out her name and took another step closer. He offered his hand to her, who was waiting to be invited.


  “Would you like to join me for a song?”


  She puts her hands together in silence. She places one hand on her chest, locks eyes with Ain, and opened her mouth. Her cheeks flushed red as she approached Ain, who took her by the hand.


  “No… not just one song, but as many as you want──.” 


   


  Afterword


  Nice to meet you. My name is Yuuki Ryo, and I am the author.


  I would like to thank you for picking up the first volume of “Magic Stone Gourmet.” This story is currently being serialized on “Shosetsuka ni Narou” (Let’s Become a Novelist). And thankfully, it has been published into a book.


  For those of you who have been following the web version, you may have noticed that there are many changes and additions to the story. For the first volume, I’ve rewritten many parts so that both readers who are reading the book for the first time and those who have seen the web version can enjoy it.


  As for the last chapter, I have added an entirely new chapter. For the future chapters, I think there will be a lot of revisions as well.


  In the future, Ain will go to school and fight against the sea dragon, which is a big event. The interactions with his friends at the school and with the heroines. I hope you will also look forward to the characters that were not fully introduced in the first volume.


  The first disaster that awaits Ain, who has become the crown prince ─ how will he face it using the power he has acquired so far? Also, Ain’s younger brother and father in Heim. Ain’s story doesn’t end in Ishtalika, and there are many more challenges and journeys ahead.


  What kind of life will he lead as he grows up? I hope you will continue to follow his tale.


  Last but not least, I would like to thank everyone who has been involved in “Magic Stone Gourmet.”


  First of all, I would like to thank KADOKAWA for making it into a book. I would also like to thank my editors, Mr. K and Mr. O, and Naruse Chisato-sama, for the illustrations.


  The two editors in charge have helped me many times, and I have learned a lot from them. And every time I received a charming illustration from Naruse-sama, it always warmed my heart.


  I also remember that I felt sad when all the work was finished as if we were preparing for a memorable festival. It is thanks to all the readers who supported me that I was able to have such a treasured time.


  I would like to take this opportunity to express my heartfelt gratitude for everything you have done for me. Thank you for taking the time to read through to the end. I look forward to working with you in the future as well on “Magic Stone Gourmet.”
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