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  Prologue


  Winter has ended, and spring is in full bloom with colorful flowers. It was a day when Ain was getting used to his life as the Crown Prince, and many things from a year ago ─ Krone’s arrival in Ishtalika and his big speech at the party ─ were becoming good memories.


  “So, what do you want to talk about?”


  Ain went to Katima’s underground laboratory in the morning. He spoke to Katima, who was lying down on the couch.


  “What I want to talk about is this cursed magic stone.”


  In front of them was a case that contained a cursed magic stone that was purchased at Majolica’s store. It was as old as the Dullahan, and the hidden magic power was no less than that of the Dullahan.


  “The identity is unclear… so I thought it would be better for you to try to absorb it for a bit…”


  But even if the poison doesn’t work, what about the curse? The question remains.


  “I’m sure a little bit will be fine… Let’s take it out of the case first.”


  Although he was a little taken aback by Katima’s overly confident attitude… Ain nodded his head in agreement. As it was, he averted his gaze from her and turned his attention to the uncovered magic stone.


  “…..”


  Fuh, suddenly he heard a sound like a woman’s breathing.


  (What was that just now…? No, it was probably just my imagination.)


  Ain couldn’t take his eyes off the magic stone. And before he could even think about why, his fingertips moved toward the stone for an instant.


  “What is it about this magic stone that makes me so curious?”


  “…Who are you-nya, to be cursed so quickly-nya?”


  “I’m not cursed; I’m just a normal boy.”


  He’s a half-Dryad, and thanks to some reincarnation perks, he can taste magic stones. An ordinary person would never be able to say that he was a normal boy, but Ain insists on it.


  “…I don’t care if you’re normal or not. …Well, I guess it’s time for you to try it.”


  Katima pointed her paw to the cursed magic stone.


  “If it’s dangerous, I will seal this room. We’ll deal with it later by destroying the stone.”


  Even so, he felt like he shouldn’t hold it, but Ain’s curiosity prevailed.


  “Well then, I’m going to absorb some of it.”


  He picked it up, but there was nothing strange about it. It was not long before Ain thought so, and now a voice rang out that was not only heard by Ain but echoed throughout the room.


  “─I found you…”


  “Nya!? Nya-nya-nya-nyaaa ─ What was that voice? Put it back-nya! Put it back into the box-nya!”


  At the moment Ain tried to follow Katima’s instructions, a change occurred in Ain’s body.


  “Eh… w-why? Why is the illusory hand…?”


  The odd-shaped hands that appear on the back of his body gradually increase to two, three, and then four. The illusory hands that started to run amok are aimed at the magic stone.


  “Ain! Don’t do anything weird, just put those hands back quickly-nya!”


  “I didn’t do anything! They came out on their own…!”


  He desperately tries to pull the hands away, but on the contrary, the hands move closer to Ain’s body. He resists it with cold sweat on his forehead, but his whole body trembles weakly, and he cannot resist strongly.


  ─Then.


  “Nya… put them back-nyaaaaa!”


  Katima hit Ain from behind, and Ain’s hands were returned. The illusory hands disappeared, and Ain collapsed on the floor in a heap of exhaustion.


  “Ka-Katima-san… my whole body is very heavy…”


  “It’s natural-nya. Your illusory hands came out to that extent-nya ─ Eh, Ain!?” 


  Katima approached to take care of him, but when she saw Ain’s hand, she screamed in surprise. Before she realized it, Ain’s hand was covered with a jet-black cuirass that she had never seen before.


  “To be honest-nya! It’s not just a little bit… but you’ve absorbed a lot of it-nya?”


  “No, no, no─! I don’t feel like I’ve really absorbed any at all…!”


  Katima turned over and thought.


  ─But, rather than thinking about the difficult things, the priority right now should be Ain’s physical condition.


  “This is Heal Bird’s magic stone-nya. Heal Bird is a special magic stone that is not toxic to humans, and its power can be used directly for healing. In the meantime, absorb it and recover your strength.”


  What she took out was a magic stone with an emerald-like appearance. Ain absorbs it from the palm of his hand, and a relaxed, mint-like sensation rushes through his body.


  “Even so, I’m sorry about this-nya. I did something wrong-nya.”


  “No, no… I was interested in it, too.”


  “…We’ll have to keep what happened today a secret. I don’t even want to think about Olivia finding out about it, let alone my father.”


  Olivia cares more about Ain than her own life. It can be easy to see that she will be scolded harshly. The two exchanged glances and turned their heads.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Ain leaves the basement and walks down the hallway. The sun shining through the trees in the breeze colored the corridor. Someone called out to him as he was absorbed in the scene.


  “Ara, Your Highness. It seems that you are not in a good mood… You look tired.”


  “Oh! Isn’t it Ain-sama?”


  “…Oh. Hello, Majolica-san. Lloyd-san, too. Actually──.”


  Majolica is wearing a pair of magic stone suspenders that hide her nipples as usual. He wondered if it was appropriate to wear them in the castle, but Lloyd didn’t reprimand him, perhaps because Majolica was an official merchant.


  Ain, on the other hand, was bewildered every time they passed each other in the castle.


  “You know, the curse magic stone I bought a while ago? I was investigating that magic stone, so maybe it’s because of that.”


  “Ara, ara, I guess you’re not making any progress, huh?”


  As Majolica twists his body to emphasize his upper body’s muscles, Ain currently does not have the strength to interfere.


  There’s a reason why Majolica exchanges word with Ain in a friendly manner. It is because Majolica, who frequently visits the castle, had many opportunities to exchange words with Ain in the castle.


  It no longer mattered that Chris’s behavior had revealed him to be the Crown Prince during their first meeting. The other day, Ain was introduced through the castle window, so there was no need to worry about anything.


  “Such a special magic stone… the only other things I can think of are the Demon King’s magic stone in the audience room and Dullahan’s magic stone, which Your Highness absorbed.”


  I’ve never heard of it. Majolica continued to the Ain, who tilted his head, his eyes black and white.


  “Both the Demon King’s magic stone and Dullahan’s magic stone were attracted to each other. When the two were near each other, visible magic power was released from the magic stones, and they moved little by little, trying to get closer.”


  “─It’s as if they have a will of their own.”


  Cold sweat appears on Ain’s neck. It was just like the phenomenon in Katima’s laboratory.


  “It’s not an exaggeration to say that they had a will. That’s why the Demon King’s magic stones are sealed so tightly.”


  After that, the two magic stones were separated from each other, and the commotion stopped.


  (What should I do…? Isn’t it just like deja vu?)


  “Well then, I’m going to leave, but if anything happens, please call me right away.”


  “Okay, thank you.”


  Majolica, sensing the sincerity in Ain’s words, nodded back in satisfaction. As soon as Majolica left, Lloyd, who had been quiet, opened his mouth.


  “As Majolica-dono said, don’t overdo it, okay? Since my son is still inexperienced, he may not be able to serve as Ain-sama’s guard outside the academy. Hahahaha!”


  His son? A guard in the academy? Ain had no idea what he was talking about and just looked at Lloyd with a puzzled look on his face.


  “What do you mean by my son?”


  “I apologize. Actually, my only son will be serving as Ain-sama’s bodyguard… But it’s limited within the academy.”


  This is completely new to Ain. However, there is one thing that caught his attention.


  “And why is it limited to the academy?”


  “If I were to speak as a Marshal, I would say that it is purely due to his lack of power. He has outstanding abilities among his age, but if asked if I could entrust you to him anywhere, I could not agree yet…”


  (That means… Chris-san will continue to guard me outside of the academy.)


  Although it’s limited, Ain will have two guards.


  “If you have some time to spare, would you mind to come and greet him this afternoon?”


  “I’m not busy right now, so if you’d like, I can come by now.”


  “That would be great. He should be at the training grounds right now, so I was hoping you could come by.”


  Ain followed Lloyd as he walked away.


  (…I wonder what kind of person Lloyd-san’s son is)


  A huge man called Lloyd and a small woman named Martha. He was a little excited to see what kind of child would be born from these parents.


  (With a physique like Martha-san’s and a face like Lloyd-san’s?)


  And then… Without being able to come up with a correct answer, Ain stepped into the knight training ground.


  “Everyone, continue your training! Dill, wipe your sweat and get yourself ready, and hurry to the presence of His Highness!”


  Lloyd’s commanding voice echoed throughout the training grounds. Many of the knights immediately resumed their training.


  (It’s as powerful as ever…)


  He reaffirms the reason why he is the Marshal. Ain looked at the majestic figure and wants to be like him as quickly as possible.


  “There he is. This is Dill Glacier. He is my only son, an apprentice knight.”


  His appearance betrayed everything Ain had imagined.


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness. I am honored to be assigned to Your Highness’s personal guard. My name is Dill Glacier. I am the only son of Marshal Lloyd here.”


  The first impression was of a beautiful boy. Dill’s figure was thin, a stark contrast to Lloyd’s muscular physique. His eyelashes are long, his mouth is tight, and his dark green hair is well-groomed.


  But apart from all that, Ain had a hard time with Dill.


  (H… hmm… it seems that he’s a stiff person…?)


  His expression showed that he had a serious personality, and he looked like he couldn’t make a joke so much that Ain wondered if he ever smiled.


  Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but…


  “In fact, Dill’s escort has a little something to do with Ain-sama’s education.”


  Ain nodded deeply, and Lloyd’s face became serious.


  “There are certain attitudes that a person in a position of authority should have… and I want you to learn those.”


  “It makes sense… I knew this day would come…”


  “That’s impressive. So, His Majesty has a few words for Ain-sama. You must not use honorifics with Dill, and you must not look at him. You must observe these rules and respect others. He told me that.”


  This is the first time he has ever heard the word “His Majesty” from someone since he usually called him Grandfather.


  “…I understand. Dill, I look forward to working with you.”


  “No, it’s my pleasure.”


  Ain thought to shake hands with him as a sign of friendship, but instead of shaking his hand, Dill lowered his head.


  “Ah… um, since you’re here as my bodyguard, you can call me Ain, okay?”


  “I apologize; I can’t do that. I’m only a bodyguard.”


  Dill, who doesn’t have a single smile on his face, replies coldly. Ain is silent. Seeing that, he bowed his head in a machine-like motion.


  “Father ─ no, His Excellency the Marshal. I will now go for a run outside.”


  “A-ah… I understand.”


  (Eh…Eeehh….)


  It’s a very machine-like statement, different from being passionate about training.


  Ain, who was taken aback, followed Dill’s back with his eyes as he walked away.


  “My son, he’s a very stiff man, isn’t he? He’s very inflexible, and his stubbornness is all that stands out.”


  Stiff is a strange word to describe him. Dill’s language and manners are very polite, and his lack of emotional ups and downs accentuates his stiffness.


  “For better or worse, the only thing that has grown is his knightliness.”


  “Well… I think it’s admirable, you know?”


  “It’s nice to hear you say that. I am very proud of him, and I have trained him to be an excellent knight…”


  Lloyd’s figure is different from that of Ain’s father, Logas. Ain swallowed the words, “If only a man like Lloyd were his father.”


  ─But.


  “Oh! By the way, Ain-sama. Her Royal Highness said that she would have tea with you…”


  Ain’s life with a new family in Ishtalika is much more fulfilling and happy than his life in the Roundheart family.


  “Grandmother? I understand; I’ll ask Martha-san!”


  He prayed that this happiness would continue.


  Then, with light footsteps, he looked for Martha and made his way to his grandmother’s place.


   


  

  


   


  Today is the first day for new students for almost all the academies in the academy district. In the castle town, children can be seen being seen off by their fathers and mothers, and it is the same in the castle. Inside the castle gate, as knights and servants watch from a distance, Olivia stands next to Ain and opens her mouth.


  “Is everything okay? Are you sure you didn’t forget anything?”


  Olivia spoke to Ain before his departure. She had the same brown hair as Ain and skin reminiscent of white porcelain. The way she walked and the way her fingertips moved was as lustrous as ever, and she had a gentle smile on her face that anyone would have loved to see.


  Her bosom was adorned with jewels given to her by Ain, and a dress covered her attractive limbs. To Ain, who had been born in a special way, she was more like an older sister than a mother.


  “It’s okay. I’ve confirmed it several times, and Chris-san will come with me to the academy, so…”


  Ain replied with a smile on his face. Chris, who had come close to escort Ain, then spoke up.


  “Olivia-sama. Please don’t worry; I’ll be with Ain-sama, after all.”


  Chris shakes her golden hair, which reflects the morning sun and makes it shine. She only squinted her eyes and smiled, but her face was filled with a beauty that was out of the ordinary.


  She is a woman with an impressive chest that pushes up her jacket and long, slender legs. She wears a knight’s uniform that gives her the atmosphere of a woman who can handle anything ─ but the only thing about her is only that atmosphere.


  “…I’m worried because Chris is sloppy, too, you know?”


  “A-auuu…”


  Chris’s appearance contrasted with her weak voice and her shrinking gesture. Seeing her falter, Ain and Olivia both smiled.


  “Really, I’d like to send Ain to the school city, too, but…”


  “Y-you can’t do that! I can easily imagine the commotion that would ensue if Olivia-sama went!”


  “Yes, I know…”


  Olivia’s appearance, unlike Ain’s, is widely known.


  If Olivia, the second princess, appears in the densely populated area of the academy called the academy district… it can be predicted that there will be a big commotion.


  “Come to think of it, mother. Krone has already left, right?”


  “Yes, because the Liebe Girls’ Academy starts early. Chris? Krone-san left the castle for the academy district this morning, didn’t she?”


  “Yes, but not from Graff-dono’s mansion.”


  After the winter, Graff came from Heim and bought a mansion at his own expense. However, it is more convenient for Krone to stay at the castle, perhaps because of Warren’s lessons, and she spends most of the week at the castle.


  It would have been a lot of fun if they could have gone to the academy together, Ain thought.


  “──Well… Ain-sama! It’s almost time to leave…!”


  Ain’s complexion changed at Chris’s urgent voice, and he looked at Olivia’s face regretfully.


  “It’s time for me to go, mother!”


  “Fufu, have a good day!”


  The last thing she did was to send him off with a smile like a holy mother. That was the story before they left the castle.


  Chris took ain to White Rose, one of the largest stations in the royal capital. After being shaken by the water train for about ten minutes, they finally got off at the academy district station.


  (W-we’ve finally arrived…)


  All the stations were during the morning rush hour, and he was growing tired just from traveling. The academy district’s scenery is different from the castle town in that there are many academies, stores, and facilities for students.


  “Chris-san. When I think about doing this every day, I feel like I’m going to be beaten now.”


  “…It’s okay. I will send you safely, so don’t worry.”


  Chris smiled beautifully and showed a firm will that she would not tolerate skipping school. Ain didn’t think about skipping school, but he felt as if he had been warned, and his smile naturally tightened.


  ─But.


  “Once you get to the school, the rest will be easy, okay?”


  In her words, he found a small bit of hope.


  “There is no other school that offers more freedom in so many ways than that one.”


  With freedom comes a lot of responsibility, but that’s something that has been with him since he became the Crown Prince.


  Nodding that he could manage it, Ain walked shoulder to shoulder with Chris for a few minutes.


  “──Your Highness. I’ve been waiting for you.”


  Dill was standing in front of the academy’s main gate with an impassive face. He bowed deeply with an expression that showed no emotion.


  “Christina-sama. I will take over the duty of guarding from this point on.”


  “Yes. Protect Ain-sama with your life.”


  “Yes.”


  From Ain’s perspective, who had been looking at it as if it were someone else’s problem, the exchange between the two was stiff.


  “Then, Ain-sama, I will return to the castle. I’ll pick you up when you get back, so never try to go home alone with Dill, okay?”


  She bent her back into a crook and looked at him, and then she held up her index finger to remind him.


  Meh! He was told as if he were a kid, and he laughed.


  “You’re talking like a big sister, yet you have leaves in your hair.”


  “Wha…? I-I’ve been told that! Warren-sama also said the same thing about that!”


  She brushes away the leaves with an unbelievable movement.


  (H-huh? Am I not trustworthy at all?)


  “P… please don’t give me that look…! U-um… I believe you, you know? But, you know, I also have the usual interactions with Katima-sama…”


  It’s a little painful for Ain that his expression conveyed his thoughts.


  Ain exhales weakly and decides to master the poker face.


  “A-anyway! I’ll be back to pick you up in the afternoon, so please wait for me at the academy!”


  Thus they parted, and Dill stood next to Ain.


  “Well then, Your Highness, let’s go. I’ll show you to your classroom.”


  “Yes, okay.”


  Around the lush greenery of the academy building, there were several buildings. There is a training hall that Ain used when he took his exams and a building with many spires that looks like a temple.


  There are a small lake and a lawn in the back, and the adjacent café terrace is eye-catching.


  “Hey, Dill. Isn’t there some kind of entrance ceremony?”


  “No, there is not. So I’ll give you a tour of the academy in the afternoon.”


  “Okay. I’ll be waiting for you in the classroom.”


  There is no entrance ceremony at this academy. Aware of his excitement, Ain stepped into the academy building as he was guided.


   


  

  


   


  A large building that stood out from the others. When Ain stepped into the school building, which looked like a small castle, he opened his eyes to a new shock as Dill led him there.


  “Here is your classroom, Your Highness.”


  A large and massive door, perhaps four meters high, stood silently in the place where they had arrived. They had passed through four classrooms so far, but this one was so different from all of them that Ain wondered if they had chosen the wrong door for this one. He can’t help but wonder.
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  “I feel like the disparity is too great… Is this what it’s like?”


  “The Royal Kingsland Academy has five classes per school year, divided into classes according to grade. Classes change only once a year. However, the permission to use each facility is prioritized in the order of class, and the door is part of such a ranking.”


  It’s a meritocracy, and that’s what this school is all about.


  (The king ─ grandfather ─ runs the school, so it’s strict.)


  If it were any other academy, it would be considered a problem to be unequal to the students. The reason it is allowed is that this academy is the highest in Ishtalika… which trains people for the country.


  “The number of students is twenty-five each in the fifth and fourth classes. Twenty students in each of the third and second classes. And the first class, to which Ain-sama belongs, has ten students.”


  “I’ve heard it’s a small number, but it’s actually very small.”


  “Indeed. Then I will come for you later.”


  Dill said this with a firm expression, bowed deeply, and left.


  (But there are only ten of them… It’s hopeless if there’s no one I can get along with.)


  Although he was confident that he could establish friendships with most people, Ain was a human child. He can’t help it if he doesn’t fit in.


  “The door… I wonder how to open it.”


  There was no doorknob on the huge door, and he didn’t know where to put his hand. But as he stepped closer to the door, he felt a pale light emerge from the ground in the middle of the door, and it opened in two, making a creaking sound of wood.


  (Eeh… how can a mere school have this kind of mechanism?)


  He was surprised by how the door opened and looked inside the classroom.


  (The inside of the classroom is also too spacious and too luxurious…)


  The desks and chairs are instantly recognizable as high quality. Even the teaching podium is a carved piece of art that he can’t help but admire. There is only one desk, a semicircular one, which seems to surround the teaching table.


  Isn’t this too extravagant a use of a large space? He was tempted to ask Sylvird.


  (So, where am I supposed to sit?)


  Five students were already sitting down. He couldn’t bring himself to sit in the empty seat in the middle of the room, so after much deliberation, he chose the seat on the far right.


  Before he sat down, some people looked at him, but he did not talk to them.


   


  ─The time had passed, and in a few minutes, the seats were filled.


  “Good morning. It is good to see you all here; it is not good luck to have a vacancy from the first day.”


  A man who seemed to be the homeroom teacher’s voice echoed in the classroom as he opened the door and stepped in.


  “Actually, I was not the homeroom teacher, but… one of the teachers has resigned, so I will be your homeroom teacher.”


  He was wearing good quality slacks and a white shirt with a black gilet on top. He came over with a white coat in his hand, which gave Ain a deep sense of intelligence.


  “This class is special. That’s why I won’t ask too much about the class. And I don’t need you to introduce yourselves if you want to, I suggest you do it privately. And remember, the only thing I want from you is quality. Now that that’s settled, you may dismiss yourselves.”


  It was the first day of the meeting, and the homeroom teacher was done talking? Ain was taken aback by the shortness of the conversation, but then the homeroom teacher reminded them, “Oops.”


  “Oh, no, I still have more to tell you. As for the semi-annual examinations, you must attend them. If you have any unavoidable reasons, please consult with me. And you don’t have to attend class as long as you can show results.”


  There was no need to attend classes; as long as they could produce results in the exams, they were free to do as they pleased.


  This is too much independence to expect from students who will be eight years old this year.


  “If you have any questions, please feel free to ask the teachers. …I’m sorry for being late. My name is Luke. I am mainly in charge of magical engineering and will be your homeroom teacher for a while. That’s all I have to say.”


  It was just as Ain thought they were going to start introducing themselves one by one and giving an explanation about the academy. Although Ain was bewildered, he firmly understood that he was supposed to produce results for now.


  “Ahaha… that was a great greeting just now.”


  Meanwhile, a boy sitting next to him calls out to Ain.


  At first glance, the boy was recognizable as different. He’s probably a werewolf, but he’s still cute because of his young face and good-natured personality.


  His beast ears are pointed up, and his tail is wagging in a good mood.


  “My name is Roland. The subject I’m taking is magical engineering; how about you?”


  “I’m a swordsman. I passed the exam and came to this class.”


  He continued to tell his name, but Roland closed his mouth at Ain’s reaction.


  “…Then, you are the boy who was being talked about!”


  Ain wanted to hold his head, as he had too many things in mind when he was told that he was the topic of conversation.


  It was because he had injured the examiner.


  “…Is it possible that the topic is because I beat the examiner?”


  “Yes, yes! The swordsmanship examiner seems to be a man with a reputation for being an adventurer in the past.”


  As the surrounding students introduce themselves, Roland raises his voice in excitement.


  ─Eh, is he the one rumored…?


  ─Eh, that boy.


  Ain shyly brushes his hair and replies in a lowered tone to the voice he hears.


  “I just got angry because I was provoked… so it couldn’t be helped if people laughed at me.”


  Ain strengthened his awareness of what he had done. He feared that if he lost his temper early in the school year, he would be considered as… a dangerous child.


  As if to help him, the classroom door was suddenly opened, and Dill stepped in.


  “I’m Dill, a sixth-year student. Excuse me.”


  Why did he come already, when they had just parted a few minutes ago? The air in the classroom was buzzing as Ain wondered. The fact that he’s a top student is one thing, but he’s probably famous as the son of Marshal Lloyd.


  “Why is His Excellency the Marshal’s son… Oh, and by the way, your name is…”


  There’s also the delay.


  However, Ain made an excuse in his mind that he just lost the opportunity earlier and answered with a cough.


  “Sorry, sorry. Um… My name is…”


  If he had only had a few more seconds to introduce himself, he would have finished, but Dill arrived first.


  “Your Highness, I forgot that we have a free class system from the first year. I thought I’d show you around now.”


  “…So my name is Ain. Nice to meet you.”


  He said to Roland, who opened his mouth and blinked repeatedly. Roland’s eyes moved back and forth between Ain and Dill, and his mouth opened and closed in surprise.


  “I’m sorry, Roland, but I’m going to get a tour of the school now… That’s right; you can come with me if you want.”


  “O-oh… no, sorry, I’m fine. I have a paper to submit to the professor later… Oh, I forgot to bring a pen.”


  “Well, you can use this one, and you can return it next time. See you later!”


  As soon as he handed Roland the pen he had in his chest, Ain left the classroom with Dill. Roland was a little lost in thought. When he thought that the famous Dill had arrived, he bowed to the person he talked to and said he would show him around the school.


  And then there was the name Ain, which was mentioned as he left.


  “A-Ain is… His Royal Highness the Crown Prince…!”


  All the students in the classroom stiffened at the exchange between Ain and Dill.


   


  ─It’s been a while since Ain left the classroom.


  Both of them walked around the academy to check it out and finished looking at all the major facilities. The two of them are now making their way to the cafeteria for lunch.


  “Well, that’s all for now. This is the end of the explanation and guidance of the main facilities.”


  “Thank you. I don’t think I’ll be using many of them, but there really are a lot of places to visit… Oh, by the way… Does Dill have to guard me the entire time I’m at the academy?”


  That would take away his study and training time.


  Ain asked with concern for Dill.


  “I can’t be with you all the time because I have a schedule that I can’t leave. However, I will try to be with you as much as possible.”


  “No, no… I don’t want Dill to ignore your schedule when you’re protecting me, okay?”


  “You should not worry about it. I’m only a knight, after all.”


  As Ain thought, Dill is really a stiff person.


  Ain changes the subject after made a wry smile at the man Lloyd called stiff.


  “─Ah, hey, hey.”


  Ain says when he sees two female students sitting on the lawn, which can be seen from the school’s connecting corridor.


  “The people who are resting there are in different years, but are they also in the same group?”


  “Indeed. If anyone is free, they are basically in the same group.”


  “I see. Speaking of which, which of those two girls do you prefer, Dill?”


  He wanted to be a little more open with Dill, so he abruptly changed the subject.


  “…What are you going to do if you know about such a thing?”


  “I wanted to get to know Dill better by asking him about such things.”


  “…I see, that’s your intention?”


  He seemed to have trouble answering, but Dill wrinkled his brow as he spoke.


  “…I don’t really like either of them. At the very least, I prefer women who are stronger than me.”


  (Does that mean it’s Chris?)


  “If possible, she should be at least as tall as His Excellency the Marshal… my father. Also, a strong body would be even more appealing.”


  Ain flinched at the unexpected answer. He wasn’t talking about Chris. In order not to convey his confusion to him, Ain smiled, trying to fix his expression.


  “So you’re saying you like women with strength and physique like Lloyd-san?”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “O-oh… I see… It’s going to be difficult to meet a woman like that, but I will be rooting for you.”


  “Thank you very much. Actually, when I told my friends, all they did was make fun of me for being impossible, so I am very happy.”


  That would be true, too. It’s not as easy to find a beautiful woman who is as sturdy and strong as Lloyd.


  “It’s a little early, but Dill, let’s have lunch together. I have some things to talk about.”


  When they returned with a mended smile, the two headed for the cafeteria with terrace seating. But Dill didn’t eat with Ain; he just stayed behind and waited.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  At the same time, at the Liebe Girls’ Academy near the Royal Kingsland Academy, the new transfer student, Krone, was surrounded by the girls in her class and smiling.


  ──But her inner thoughts are inconsistent with her smile.


  (…Sigh.)


  She sighed inwardly; she is not hazy even if she is mixed with the young lady of the great country of Ishtalika. Her silver-blue hair is as smooth as silk. Her skin is like a jade without a trace of dullness. She is as gorgeous as the star crystal in her right hand, but she has a hint of fatigue in her violet crystal eyes.


  Haunting her own good nature, she was being told something she didn’t want to hear.


  “─So, if you don’t mind, would you like to meet my brother?”


  This kind of trouble is something that Krone is used to, and she knows exactly how to deal with it. However, the other party was a nobleman. The prestige of the Augusto family, a former Heim nobleman, would not work. Hence, Warren’s name would be a force that could help her.


  “Oh no. A commoner wouldn’t be a good match for a nobleman.”


  “No! That is not true! You’re someone whom His Excellency, the Prime Minister, has approved! With beauty like Lady Krone’s, it doesn’t matter what kind of nobleman──.”


  “I’m honored. However, if I do something rude, it will cause trouble for the Prime Minister…”


  When she said this, even as a classmate, she could not be forceful.


  “Yes… I’m sorry, Lady Krone. I was hoping we could make some kind of connection.”


  She sighed inwardly and flashed a new, flowery smile.


  “No, please don’t mind me. I’m glad you think so well of me.”


  They were going to make me a concubine anyway, she thought. A woman who was not a noblewoman would not qualify as a wife. In the first place, Krone has not the slightest intention of accepting.


  ─However, the school is a good place. The school rules are very strict, but it is the best environment for the development of young ladies, and it is a place of learning that can meet the high goals of Krone.


  “…I look forward to working with you all.”


  As a transfer student, her time at the school will not be long. She decided to do the best she could. This is the first day of school, and the first day is a success.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The academy district is wrapped in the warmth of spring. In the outskirts of the royal capital, at the knight’s prison, a disturbance occurs.


  “…Escaped from prison, you say?”


  The knight, who is the chief of the prison, said.


  One ─ the jail where the criminals who were just caught a few weeks ago had entered had turned into a husk before anyone knew it. In front of the unpleasantly damp dungeon, the knights, including the chief, looked around.


  “How did he escape… and has anyone seen anything suspicious?”


  “No, sir. Not only suspicious, but we didn’t even notice when he escaped…”


  The stone prison is solid. The key is a magic tool, and if someone wants to open it, they have to bring a special magic tool.


  It is kept in a place where only a few people, including the chief, can touch it, and it is kept incredibly tight. At the very least, it was impossible for someone to break out of the prison by himself.


  “Either way, we need to investigate and contact the castle! You two, bring me a list of all the people who have worked here recently!”


  “Yes!”


  In the midst of the chaos, the chief looked at the prison with a bitter look on his face.


  ─Certainly, the criminals who were imprisoned here were.


  “The slothful Freed. A former adventurer and dagger wielder…”


  And a murderer who took the lives of many people. The motive for his crimes was money. It has been confirmed that several wealthy people commissioned him. He is a vampire, a rare species in Ishtalika.


  Freed stated that he enjoyed sucking the blood of the people he killed.


  “…I think we should hurry up and capture him.”


  The chief slapped his cheek hard and left the prison, looking very busy.


   


  Chapter 1 – Lively School Life


  A few days after the first day at the school. On a holiday afternoon, Ain was in the treasure room after a long time. He was surrounded by three women.


  “Ain. It’s been a long time since you’ve been here.”


  The first one was Olivia, of course. The second was a beautiful brown-skinned woman who looked a lot like Olivia, looking around the treasure room.


  “─Now, I wonder where the dagger I was going to give to Ain-kun was…”


  Her name is Laralua. She is the only wife of the king, Sylvird, and is known as the queen. She is a demi-human, a Dark Elf. She looked a mature age for a human, but she had a youthfulness unique to elves.


  Laralua moves forward, making noise with the heels she wears. Then, the third woman, Chris, opened her mouth as if she remembered something.


  “Laralua-sama. It’s a dagger, so I think it’s probably lined up with the weapons over there.”


  When she looked in the direction Chris indicated, there was a line of what seemed to be valuable weapons, including a treasured sword and a golden spear.


  “Ah, is that it?”


  (I wonder if I can really take a dagger from this place…)


  The reason they came to the treasure room was because Laralua said she wanted to give Ain a gift.


  When they arrived at the place where the dagger was placed, they found a black box.


  “Now, I’ll give this to you, Ain-kun. It’s something that the Crown Prince carries on his hip, so it must be something magnificent.”


  The box was rectangular and about sixty centimeters long; it was not thick enough to hold the dagger, and it was easy to hold despite its size.


  “Can I open it?”


  “Of course. It is already yours, Ain-kun.”


  “Thank you very much. Then, I’ll open it right away──.”


  After hearing the reply, he placed it on a comfortable stand that was close by. He removed the metal fittings attached to the box and opened the cover.


  “…It’s also a dagger for dark knights, isn’t it?”


  The whole thing shines with a dull black color, and there is a crimson gem embedded in the hilt as an added touch. The beauty of the dagger as if it were a piece of art attracts the eye, and it is a splendid piece of work that by no means makes one think it is a disaster.


  “Well, well! Mother, you found the perfect dagger for Ain!”


  “Yes, he absorbed the magic stone of Dullahan. So this one’s perfect for Ain-kun.”


  Chris laughed as Laralua and Olivia were happy.


  “──W-well… ahaha… that’s an amazing dagger, isn’t it, Ain-sama…?”


  Chris didn’t really know how to praise, but she gave him a quick compliment.


  “It was a little bit confusing, but I actually like it.”


  “R-really? That’s glad to hear!”


  (Even so… it’s strangely comfortable in my hand, or rather, it’s easy to hold, it’s like an extension of my arm.)


  Ain was grateful for Chris’s concern and was surprised at how well he could grip the jet-black dagger. The weight, the grip, all of it felt right.


  “Grandmother! Thank you for the wonderful dagger!”


  He thanked his grandmother for the dagger and picked up the black sheath and belt from the same box. Once Ain sheathed it and carried it on his hip, it was just suitable for him, who was not yet very tall, without being overly long.


  “It’s perfect for you, Ain-kun ─ a royal son should always have at least one weapon on his hip.”


  Laralua said, but Chris seemed a little worried.


  “Um, Ain-sama. It looked like its blade didn’t need to be sharpened, so please be careful not to get hurt, okay?”


  “I’m fine. I sometimes make a fuss with Katima-san, but this is just a blade.”


  “…I think Katima-sama’s research also deals with dangerous chemicals… I’m relieved for now.”


  “Ain has become more dignified, hasn’t he?”


  Chris and Laralua both saw a familiar scene ─ the sight of Ain being hugged by Olivia’s chest, and the matter at the treasure room was over.


  Ain left the treasure room feeling overjoyed that he had received something unexpectedly good.


  ◇ ◇ ◇


  “So, I got it from grandmother.”


  “Heh… It’s so sudden, but it’s nice. I think it suits you.”


  The place has changed; Ain is in Katima’s laboratory in the basement now.


  Ain, Krone, and Katima, the room owner, were all sitting on the sofa. The reason why the first two are here is that when they were talking in Ain’s room, Katima told them to come with her to the lab.


  “Nya… I’m sorry to bother you while you’re being so friendly to each other-nya, but do you have any suggestions for me-nya…?”


  Katima, who was sitting on the opposite side of the table, called out for help. Today she was also investigating the cursed magic stone that Ain had purchased, as in the previous day.


  “K-Krone, what about you-nya? You must be a lot smarter than Ain-nya!”


  And now, Ain had a thin blue vein on his face as he was being humiliated. But when he noticed that Krone was about to answer, he refrained from complaining.


  “Since I don’t know much about it, I can’t really give you a good answer… The only thing I can think of is to look it up in the library of the Royal Kingsland Academy, maybe…”


  “That library-nya… They indeed have an incredible amount of books-nya.”


  However, she had checked the library before for another matter and found no interesting books about magic stones.


  Seeing Katima drop her shoulder, Krone tilted her head as if troubled.


  “What about Ain? I have a feeling that Ain is smarter than me.”


  “…It’s nice to be praised, but I’m afraid I can only think of the same thing as Krone.”


  “Sigh… What a useless Crown Prince ─ Ouch, aaatatata! Ain!? Stop it! The fur on my ears is sensitive, so please don’t pull on it-nyaaaaaa!”


  Ain pulled her ear with a blue vein on his forehead.


  “Hah… hah…! G-good gracious! What a grumpy nephew-nya!”


  “U-um… Katima-sama… are you okay?”


  “I’m fine-nya! I’m used to this-nya.”


  Krone turned her sympathetic eyes to Ain.


  “You can’t do that, Ain. You can’t be too rough with her.”


  However, she also stood by Katima’s side and rebuked Ain. She had a calm expression on her face to tell him so.


  “I know. I won’t do it again…”


  “…Geez. Then, you need to look a little more convincing.”


  Ain and Katima are probably enjoying themselves in their own way. Then again, she can just say it lightly. Krone stepped back and raised the corner of her mouth softly at the sight of the two lively people.


  “Really, ever since I came to Ishtalika… it’s been so lively that I’ve never experienced any boredom.”


  “Nya, nya, nya? Is it because of me-nya?”


  “Fufu… Yes. It’s all thanks to Katima-sama, Ain, and everyone at the castle.”


  “That’s good to hear-nya!”


  Feeling better, Katima put the earlier commotion aside and threw the fruit on the desk into her mouth with vigor. Then, as the fresh crunching sound was heard, there was a knock on the door.


  “I think someone’s coming, so let me check it out.”


  “Please-nya.”


  When Ain approached the knocked door and opened it, he found Chris holding a small wooden box.


  “Oh, Ain-sama. So you’re here.”


  “Yes. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you, but do you have business with Katima-san?”


  “Actually, I received a package for Katima-sama…”


  When she said that, she stepped into the lab and approached Katima.


  “The vendor told me to give it to you. Here you go.”


  “Nya, nya! It’s finally arrived!”


  Katima took the wooden box and jumped up and down on the sofa.


  “Thank you-nya! There’s a package on my desk that I want to send over. Can you check it before you leave-nya?”


  “Yes. Certainly.”


  “Thank you-nya. The destination is on a piece of paper, so I need you to look it over-nya.”


  Then Katima opened the cover of the wooden box dexterously with her paw. The contents were a piece of silk packed as cushioning material and a book placed in the center.


  “Nya, nyaaa… The book is so valuable, and the paper feels like it has a lot of history.”


  “Katima-san? How valuable is that book?”


  Katima replied, looking proud.


  “It took me months to get it! You will be surprised to hear the price! I paid most of my yearly allowance for it!”


  It was a book that the first princess was willing to spend a fortune on. But even though she had spent almost all of her so-called allowance, Katima did not show the slightest bit of regret; instead, she trembled with joy.


  “Katima-sama, what kind of book is it?”


  “Hmm! Well said, Krone-nya! This is a book that a famous elf is said to have spent his whole life writing-nya.”


  It is said that the elf spent his entire life studying the Demon King and wrote more about him than any other book.


  “Well, the cover is magnificent, by the way.”


  A master Dwarven craftsman made the leather cover. The beautiful and austere leather cover was either stamped or carved into the leather. The technique was completely unknown.


  Katima imagined that the leather was from a species of scaleless dragon, which is naturally a precious material.


  “This is so magnificent-nya, even I feel a little nervous-nya.”


  She then took out a glove from inside her lab coat and put it on her hand, covering her paw.


  “…Can I read this for a moment-nya?”


  “Yeah, sure, but…”


  Then can Krone and I leave? Ain wanted to ask her that, but before he could ask, Katima already opened the book.


  “Hmm, it’s not so easy to read after all…”


  She talked to herself, but her ears were deaf after this.


  When Ain sighed and looked to the side, Krone smiled and replied.


  “It can’t be helped; I’ll make you some more tea. I’ve gotten better at it, haven’t I?”


  “I’ve always enjoyed your tea. Do you learn it at school?”


  “No, not really. Actually, I’ve been secretly learning from Martha-san.”


  Martha must be a good teacher. She is the second most senior servant in the castle, but she is also Olivia’s personal assistant. There is no doubt that her abilities are in line with her position.


  Ain nodded that Krone had chosen a good teacher.


  “Now, try it.”


  In the meantime, a refill was quickly poured, and Ain tasted it once more.


  “…This is very good.”


  “Fufu, I’m glad you like it. I’m pleased if it’s to your taste ─ Your Highness.”


  As the two of them enjoyed their conversation, Katima, in contrast, wrinkled her brow. Even though she had purchased the book, she found it difficult to read.


  “Nya… this is going to take a while-nya…”


  “Hmm? What’s wrong?”


  “The letters are difficult-nya… It’s a complicated script called “Old Elvish Script,” which is only handed down to a few elves-nya…”


  “Then can Chris-san read it for you?”


  “It’s a script that’s been handed down for hundreds of years. Chris, who had lived in the Royal Capital for a long time, wouldn’t be able to understand them.”


  “Katima-sama! Are you calling for me?”


  Chris called out from the desk; perhaps she heard her name being called.


  “It’s nothing-nya! Please keep checking-nya!”


  “Yes! Understood!”


  “Well, now I have to find someone who can read it-nya… Mumumu?”


  Just when she was about to give up, she noticed an illustration.


  “I see-nya, a book that knows more about the Demon King than any other… I predicted that there would be a copy, and I was right.”


  Katima then showed the book to Ain and Krone.


  “This is the first time I’ve seen it-nya.”


  “…Katima-san? W-what’s this?”


  “Umu, be ready-nya. This picture must be the owner of that magic stone ─ Dullahan-nya.”


  Dullahan, who is depicted as the Demon King’s aide, has a fearless face and beautiful, long, silver hair. Somehow, the atmosphere of Dullahan is similar to that of Ain.


  “Dullahan has such a human-like appearance.”


  “Y-yes… I’m just as surprised as Krone.”


  “Nya… I wish there I can read it more than just look at his appearance-nya…”


  She felt frustrated. It must be sad that she can not read the book that she has obtained.


  “I guess I’ll have to find someone who can read it-nya…”


  She put the open book on the table and stood up, flipping her lab coat.


  “You two! I’m sorry to call you here-nya, but I’ve got to go now-nya!”


  “I knew it. …Then we’ll go back upstairs.”


  “Yes, let’s do that.”


  “Chris! When you’re done, I want you to take the big package out of the room-nya.”


  “Yes! Be careful out there!”


  The three of them left the lab, leaving Chris behind.


   


  ─Eventually, Chris finished checking the packages and took the large package that Katima had told her to take outside.


  When she finished carrying it, Chris noticed a book on the table.


  “Is it the book that just arrived…? Wow, it looks expensive.”


  She picked it up to close it, feeling bad for the book if she left it open. Then, she was surprised by the cover, which she could tell at a glance was high quality.


  ─And then.


  “…A study of the truth about the Demon King and his close aides?”


  When she read out the title in the old elven script, she was intrigued to see what it was about. As she flipped through the pages with some trepidation, her finger stopped at the picture of a woman.


  “…What a beautiful woman.”


  It was a picture of a woman dressed in a black robe and wearing several jewels. It’s probably some kind of magic tool, but the large staff in her hand is impressive, and from her face, she can tell that this woman is beautiful.


  “A witch…? No, if she’s a witch, she should have a skeleton face…”


  In the village where she was born, Chris had been taught about old monsters. As she thought about the woman in the previous illustration, she remembered what she was.


  “I see… an Elder Lich, maybe?”


  Chris looked at the illustration and closed the book, not really reading the contents. She crossed her arms and left the lab, humming happily.


  The Elder Lich, as Chris knew it, was more skilled in magic than any other monster.


  She had heard that it was powerful enough to be convinced by the fact that it was a close aide of the Demon King who had spread fear throughout the continent. She had a beautiful face and beautiful lips… and she thought as if she were someone else.


  “Woaah… I’m sleepy…”


  She leaked out her soliloquy and ran up the stairs with a light step.


   


  

  


   


  The next day after school, Ain remembered a question.


  “Do you know why my homeroom teacher suddenly changed?”


  He was on his way outside the academy. When he asked Dill, who was walking next to him, he stopped and wrinkled his brow deeply.


  “This is not something that can be made public yet, but that man was fired from the academy.”


  “…Fired?”


  “Yes. He had behavioral problems, broke the academy’s principles, and discriminated between commoners and nobles. So I helped with the investigation and reported the results to my father and the others. Incidentally, the subject he was in charge of was pharmacology, and he was an expert on the poisons possessed by monsters.”


  As a result, taking into account the reports of the other professors, the supreme director, including Sylvird, decided.


  ─The man’s name was Wolf Magnus.


  “His family is a marquis family, and Wolf is the third son. His family is also a friend of the Duke Glacier family, and my father has informed me that he will be fired. …Although it is considered a concern of the nobility, I think that my father should have behaved more resolutely.”


  “…It can’t be helped. It’s about marquis’s family and all that.”


  “Sitting on the sidelines, not knowing the responsibilities of a nobleman. I really don’t like that kind of man.”


  Dill had a dark expression on his face as if he was disgusted with the trouble of dealing with a famous family.


  “That man named Wolf… what is he doing now?”


  “Even if he is rotten, his bloodline is excellent. He was sent to a quiet position to manage the schedule of the knights.”


  It’s an important job in its own right, but it’s not very rewarding. Ain also knows that he had no choice but to be sent to that job because of his excellent bloodline.


  (Dill is someone who rarely smiles, but maybe that’s because he has too strong a sense of justice.)


  The fact that the man named Wolf was arrogant because he was a nobleman. Ain can understand why Dill hates it.


  “I don’t think I like it either… I’m royalty, but I’ve never wanted to be domineering. I mean, I don’t want to.”


  “Yes, that is wonderful.”


  Dill replied in an unusually cheerful voice.


  “Thank you. So Dill and I can call each other by name and get to know each other better…”


  Now, you can call me by my name. Isn’t that a good idea? Ain had a faint hope.


  “I don’t think that’s relevant at all. I’m a guard, so please forgive me.”


  “You don’t have to respond like that… it’s alright.”


  “I’m sorry, but it seems that Christina-sama is already here, so I’ll be leaving now.”


  As soon as they were near the school gate, Dill bowed his head and parted ways with Ain. Ain decided that one day he would make him call him by his name and walked to the place where Chris was waiting…


   


  ─In the academy district, on the main street crowded with students after school. Chris, who was walking next to Ain, opened her mouth as if she remembered something.


  “Ah… excuse me, Ain-sama.”


  “Yes, yes?”


  “I have something to tell the knights on patrol, so would you mind if I took a moment?”


  “Sure. Oh, that’s the knight.”


  The knights who patrol the castle town regularly wear different uniforms than the castle knights. It’s not silver or white, but a blue-based knight’s uniform and light armor.


  “I apologize, but… Ain-sama, please stay in the vicinity.”


  Chris approached the knight standing by the street tree. Ain looked around as the two began to converse.


  (There are so many people.)


  After this, there would be a heavy traffic rush at the station, which he didn’t want to think about. It’s a little depressing, but he can’t help it since he has to get home, so he lets out a sigh.


  Suddenly, he saw some unfamiliar figures in this academy district.


  “…..”


  The distance was less than 20 meters.


  Three men were approaching two girls wearing uniforms from the prestigious school ─ Liebe Girls Academy. They didn’t bring any guards with them, and they were both cowered, their bodies trembling as they looked at the men.


  “─I guess I have no choice.”


  Without even bothering to tell Chris, Ain headed there. There seemed to be other people who were looking at them worriedly, but he moved before any of them.


  “They’re scared. Can you please stop?”


  Laughing inwardly at the somewhat goofy line, Ain stepped in between the girls and the men.


  It’s okay; you can go now… Ain gave the girls a look.


  “T… Thank you!”


  “Thank you…”


  Although it was a little cold for Ain to barge in like that, the men’s mood seemed to be showing on the surface. Did they get annoyed at being interrupted? Ain thought, looking at the men.


  (No, no, no. Nothing is in the way… The age difference is too significant for a pickup.)


  The age of the men is in the late twenties at the lowest estimate. The schoolgirls seemed to be about three years older than Ain. They were the same age as Krone.


  Of the three, the man with the biggest body said.


  “A nice young man pretending to be a prince, huh?”


  “Nothing pretentious about it… Oh, well. The girls didn’t seem to like it, so I stopped it.”


  “We had an important conversation. It’s a costly and important thing to talk about.”


  …So, it wasn’t a hook-up?


  Ain was somewhat relieved, but that was a problem.


  “But the girls didn’t like it, did they?”


  In the end, it came down to this reply.


  The people around were leaking worried voices, and their attention was focused on Ain. What will these men do? Just when it seemed reckless to take on a group of three ─ the huge man stretched out his arms.


  “You were the one who made the first move.”


  “Shut up. So what──!”


  The strong arm reminiscent of a log increases the momentum toward Ain’s cheek.


  However,


  (The knight in the castle is faster… of course…)


  It’s not enough for Ain to pull out his dagger.


  When he turned his face away and dodged the arm, he pulled it back.


  “Wait… wha… it hurts!”


  He made a dull sound and was knocked down, and the man agonized over the pain in his jaw and arm that had been hit hard.


  “Wait, this guy is a Royal student!”


  “…So what! He’s just a child, so if the two of us take him at the same time…!”


  Even if there are two of them at the same time, Ain can still deal with them. Because he can even beat the knights, he can not be outdone by a mere thug.


  However,


  “Aah… S-sorry…”


  Ain says with a drawn-out smile.


  The men smiled ugly and thought it was a plea for his life, but the truth is, it was different. Ain looked at a pair of eyes that were even colder than ice ─ they were filled with murderous intent.


  The owner of those eyes disappeared the moment Ain blinked. The next time she appears, her murderous intent has dissipated.


  “I am not sure how I should lecture you. Despite your admirable deed, I think you should have at least said something to me, don’t you?”


  “…You’re right.”


  Before anyone realized it, Chris was standing right in front of Ain. The two men thought that Ain’s attitude was begging for his life, but they were blinded by the beautiful blonde woman who suddenly appeared. But soon after, they lost consciousness and fell down on their faces, blowing bubbles stupidly.


  “…So, when did you defeat them?”


  “By the time I stood in front of Ain-sama, they were already on the ground. Huh… Why are you so naughty…?”


  The killing intent in her eyes seems to have been unleashed on both men.


  “I couldn’t leave it alone. But I should have said something to Chris-san.”


  “I’m glad you understand. However, I’m going to tell His Majesty, Olivia-sama, and Lady Krone about it, okay?”


  Ain wanted to beg for mercy, but there was no excuse. In the end, Ain nodded as he hung his head, but Ain and Chris were showered with many cheers from the surrounding crowd.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  ─At night.


  In the castle library, Ain piled up a pile of papers on which he had written his reflections.


  “Finally, I’m done! Fifty sheets is too many, isn’t it…?”


  With a thumping sound, Chris gathered up the reflection papers that Ain had finished writing, and Krone, who was sitting across from him, smiled weakly.


  “Thanks for your hard work. But I also think that Ain is at fault… What do you think?


  “I think you’re right, Lady Krone. I think the punishment from His Majesty is rather gentle.”


  “Fuh, you two are talking about me…! He’s very angry with me, so give me a break.”


  Fifty remorseful letters are to be submitted by the end of the day. Silvird gave Ain the punishment. Olivia is not able to protect Ain, and she also scolded him lightly for today.


   


  ─The time was just before the sun changed, and he managed to submit his work in time.


  “Would you like me to say something to His Majesty?”


  “Please tell him that fifty pages are too many.”


  “…..”


  “I made a mistake. Tell him I’m sorry.”


  “Sigh… Yes, I understand.”


  Chris gave a final word of thanks to Ain for his hard work. Ain stretched his back, letting out a hmm.


  “You can’t do that again, okay? I think it’s dangerous too.”


  “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t leave them alone. But I should have told Chris-san in advance.”


  “Yes, you should have. Next time something happens again, make sure you do, okay?”


  He nodded back at Chris’s words, and after a short pause, Krone said.


  “…I think it’s typical of Ain, though.”


  “Is that a compliment?”


  “I don’t know? But I don’t think I hate it.”


  “I see… It sounds like a compliment then.”


  But Krone also has a big weakness for being in love.


  Oh, for goodness sake. From Chris’s perspective, she would like Krone to scold him more.


  “You’re both smart, but… Geez… why…?”


  Chris’s helpless muttering faded into thin air, and the remaining two smiled happily at each other.


  “How’s your school? Are you having fun there?”


  “Yes, the people are nice. Thanks to Warren-sama, I haven’t fallen behind in my studies.”


  “That’s good. Let me know if you need anything.”


  “Fufufu… Thank you.”


  “Well, I’m off to deliver these reflections to His Majesty.”


  Chris couldn’t resist the air between them and tried to leave the library. Ain also had nothing to do after he finished his reflection, and Krone also left her seat since Ain was leaving.


  When they left the library together, they happened to meet Warren.


  “Oh, Warren-san.”


  “Well, well, well. It seems that His Majesty’s punishment is over. It seems to have come just in time.”


  Was there something he wanted to do? Ain thought.


  As Chris handed Warren the letter of reflection, Warren cleared his throat and straightened his appearance.


  “It’s just as well that Ain-sama and Lady Krone are here, too. In fact, we just finished interrogating the thugs during the day, and I wanted to give you a report on that as well.”


  The casual expressions disappeared from everyone’s faces.


  “The daytime assailant was an adventurer. They said that they were once active as adventurers.”


  “Oh, so they were no ordinary thugs.”


  Chris said lightly as if she had already imagined it. When Ain and Krone had a question mark on their faces, Warren sensed it and continued.


  “Those who can’t make money in the adventuring business are often looking for work that uses their strength and doesn’t involve the danger of monsters. They may be bouncers in shady deals, or they may want to work for good citizens.”


  There are many such cases, though not all of them.


  “It’s strange that they would go all the way to the academy district, though.”


  “Yes, as Chris-dono said, there are many nobles’ guards and patrolling knights there. It’s rare for them to be free for a long time like today, but…”


  “Let’s increase the number of patrolling knights. There are also Ain-sama and Lady Krone in the area.”


  It seems to be troublesome. Ain quietly listened to the conversation between the two of them and exchanged glances with Krone.


   


  

  


   


  On a certain day, Ain had a participation-required homeroom.


  “The details are in the document I distributed. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to ask.”


  In Ain’s hand was the document handed out by Luke, the professor.


  (What is this? Amazing.)


  It looked like just a piece of paper, but the illustrations and the text moved. He was surprised by the academy’s use of such mysterious technology to make it easier to read.


  “W-wow… I’ve never seen anything like this…”


  Roland, sitting next to Ain, shook his fluffy, furry dog ears. When Ain turned in the documents, there is a lot of interesting information there.


  (──Academy district competition?)


  A week from today, all the academies in the academy district will be holding an event for students to exchange and compete with each other. The students will be competing in several disciplines, including oratory, sword fighting, and magic.


  Ain wondered why they would announce such an important event a week in advance.


  “…Well, that’s just like this academy”.


  “Huh? Ain-kun, did you say something?”


  “Oh, no, it’s nothing important.”


  He answered Roland, who had his ears up in a good mood.


  “──Ah yeah. I’m sorry it took so long, but I actually had something I wanted to give back to Ain-kun.”


  “Return to me…? What is it?”


  “This is it! It’s the pen that you lent me on the first day of school!”


  Roland took out of his uniform a pen in a brown paper bag.


  “I completely forgot about it. But you don’t have to take the trouble to clean it up like this.”


  “We’re friends, after all ─ eh, but Ain-kun is the crown prince, and if I call you a friend casually, you might be offended…”


  Ain’s eyes turned black and white.


  Friends? Yes, he is my first friend, if that is what you call it. Ain thought.


  It was only when he said it that Ain slowly became aware of it.


  “…No, we are friends. I’d be more than happy if you’d just say it.”


  “Oh, really? I’ve been thinking about our status for a while now.”


  Roland was hesitant to say that he was friends with the crown prince. However, Ain was quick to dismiss it, saying, “It doesn’t matter.”


  “I’d be happier if you treated me like a normal person, but I think we should probably move now.”


  “That’s right… I’m going to Professor Luke’s lab. What about you, Ain-kun?”


  “I think I’ll go to the training ground. I want to swing my sword again.”


   


  The training ground. This is the place where Ain basically goes every day. As the name implies, it’s a facility used for training in swordsmanship, but this academy is different.


  Mainly because of the facilities, there are only a few magic tools on the continent. In addition to that, there is an arena with cobblestone pavement and a human-shaped model for striking. Ain went alone into the training facility where all of this was housed.


  “…Oh, you’re here.”


  Ain was greeted by an instructor, who had a cigarette in his mouth. He mainly teaches swordsmanship and has a good reputation for being close to his students.


  “I wonder if I can train again today… Are you free?”


  “Yes, I’m free. It’s the summoning platform, right?”


  The instructor pointed his thumb in the direction of a corner covered with glass.


  “Yes. Rather, I feel like I’ve been coming to school to use it lately.”


  “You’re as cheeky as ever; you know that? Come on, get ready.”


  Wearing a worn-out shirt and stubble, the man whose name is Kaizer and who Ain injured during the entrance exam is now an instructor with a reputation for taking good care of his students.


  (I missed the moment we met again when I came here.)


  When he casually spoke to Ain, “Oh, it’s you,” Ain was so surprised that he opened his mouth wide. Now, he only has the impression of being a good teacher.


  “Hey, what are you up to today?”


  The reason why Kaizer’s attitude is so light is because this is an academy, and Ain is a student. In the school, the status of the student is irrelevant. It’s Sylvird policy that the crown prince is no exception.


  “Um… Red Bison, please.”


  “You’re a real smart boy, aren’t you? Wait here.”


  ──Red Bison. In the past, Ain absorbed the magic stone of a monster called White Bison.


  Compared to that which was delicious, the Red Bison was a sub-species and tasteless. According to Kaizer, “Red bison are bison that have awakened to the wave of the will to kill,” so they are treated as a different species.


  “Instructor Kaizer, may I ask you a question?”


  There were several shelves of armor and wooden swords. Ain looked up and wore something that suited him and approached the corner where Kaizer was.


  “Huh? What is it?”


  “How dangerous is a Red Bison to a full-fledged adventurer?”


  “For two mid-level adventurers, it won’t be a problem. Well, one of them will act as a decoy, though.”


  “Heh… I see.”


  “That is why for a boy of your age… No, it’s not something an academy student should be dealing with in the first place.”


  “Then why is it allowed to fight in the school’s training grounds…?”


  Ain opened the glass door, and they entered. There’s a single board reminiscent of an LCD screen. Kaizer operates by pressing down with his fingers on the letters and illustrations that appear on the screen.


  (It’s still too mysterious technology.)


  What Ain is dealing with is not a real monster, but something that looks like an illusion. The name of the magic tool is “Summoning Platform.” It uses magic stones like hot water to summon the stored information of the monsters.


  Even if it can be summoned with the current technology, Red Bison is at the highest level. The maintenance cost is ridiculously high, and there are only three of these cutting-edge magic tools in the entire continent of Ishtar.


  “A royal knight can defeat it by himself. Furthermore, it’s still relatively light for a royal knight.”


  “In other words, two mid-level adventurers are equivalent to one royal knight?”


  “More or less. Besides, a royal knight is about as good as four or five ordinary knights.”


  The royal knight is as powerful as any high-level adventurer. Kaizer added.


  “So, what about Instructor Kaizer?”


  “If I don’t have to stick to swords, I can handle a dozen or so royal knights. In the first place, adventurers don’t fight to rely only on swords. They fight with whatever they can get their hands on, sometimes cunningly.”


  “Wow… amazing.”


  Kaizer responds with a sigh, speaking with a smug expression.


  “Ain too, you have such incredible skill, don’t you? You should be able to do more with it. Or rather, you’re beating the royal knights in swordsmanship alone, aren’t you?”


  “…I’ve been able to win since the beginning of the year.”


  “Hah… what a non-standard crown prince we have! Well, are you ready?”


  As soon as Kaizer says, the magic circle on the ground glows pale white. Soon, the Red Bison that Ain requested will show up.


  “This is supposed to be something that was summoned by a magic tool, but why is there a shock?”


  “I don’t know. Just leave such difficult matters to the researchers.”


  “…Yes.”


  Kaizer was an adventurer who was highly regarded even by Lloyd. This is the reason why he was recommended to this academy. After he was injured and retired from adventuring, he immediately worked as a teacher here at the Royal Kingsland Academy.


  (──It’s coming.)


  The Red Bison began to appear from the ground. The cow’s body was covered with crimson fur, and its knobby limbs were muscular and strong. The two sharp, thick, twisted horns at the front of the huge body seemed to be over two meters tall.


  Bushururu, it snorted and targeted Ain.


  “You won’t get hurt by the attack from the illusion, but if you get blown up and bruised, it’s your own fault.”


  “Yes, I’ll be careful!”


  Kaizer left the room, leaving the two facing each other. He can safely watch from outside the glass because the safety of the magic tools is sufficient, and the illusion does not cause direct damage to the human body.


  “…Bumoooooo!”


  The sound was similar to that of a cow. The difference is the power and the depth of the step. The Red Bison, with its twisted horns, pointed at Ain, lowered the center of gravity of its huge cow, and rushed forward.


  Ain calmly watches the situation.


  “…I’m already used to it!”


  A few tens of centimeters away. When Ain jumps to the side with all his strength in one leg, the Red Bison cannot cope and change its angle. With a single flash, Ain’s wooden sword sharply slashes at the Red Bison’s feet. There was a dull thud and a wail of pain.


  “There’s a lot of openings when you turn around…!”


  The Red Bison turns around in a panic. Ain has learned from his past training that it is surprisingly difficult to turn around, and there are many gaps.


  As a result, Ain’s swing to the head will be a fatal blow.


  “…Bbu…mo…o…o…”


  The Red Bison let out an earth-shaking sound and fell sideways, quickly turning into a cloud of light.


  The training did not end with just one battle, and Ain fought the Red Bison three more times. He was already used to it, but the tension was not bad.


  “I’m done! Give me your evaluation for today!”


  He worked up a good sweat. With a fresh smile on his face, Ain left the room and asked Kaizer, who was watching from outside.


  “Thirty points. You idiot.”


  Ain was not satisfied with the low score.


  “I beat them all! I-isn’t that really too harsh…?”


  “I’ll give you a perfect score for the third one. You sealed off its legs. And you shock its head. All of those are good, but…”


  Taking a quick breath, Kaizer presses his index finger against Ain’s forehead.


  “Who the hell will do that! Who, I’d like to ask you? To take the Red Bison’s charge head-on… it’s just a fool!”


  At the fourth one, he changed his mind, dexterously grabbed the Red Bison’s horn, and defeated it head-on with brute force.


  “Oh hey… it hurts! I said it hurts!”


  “It’s only natural for me to complain!”


  “I-it might come in handy one day! What am I going to do? What if I have to stop a bigger and stronger monster head-on!”


  “Then you’d better use your brain and work hard to make sure that time doesn’t come!”


  Ain held his forehead with his hand and made a dissatisfied face.


  However, Kaizer laughed half-heartedly and reconfirmed the non-standard character of the crown prince.


  “Hah… was that hurt…?”


  Then, a boy looked at the two of them from nearby.


  “I-it was a great fight… Stopping a red bison head-on is too cool…”


  Ain is familiar with this boy. His bright red short hair and mischievous face have been seen several times in the same classroom.


  ──Unfortunately, he has never heard of his name.


  “Oh, Batz. Are you going to train too?”


  (So this boy’s name is Batz, huh?)


  “Yeah, I want the Red Bison, too!”


  “…I don’t mind it. But I just don’t think you’re ready for it yet.”


  “It’s okay! Every man should try it!”


  Kaizer shakes his head in disbelief and begins to prepare. Ain had a good impression of this boy Batz. He was a very pleasant man.


  “You’re going to do it, so do it right. Here, wear your equipment… And do some exercises, so you don’t get hurt.”


  “No! I was exercising before homeroom, so no problem!”


  “…You should get some rest first, you know.”


  (This boy is so energetic…)


  When Ain laughed at the somewhat manga-like dialogue, he locked eyes with Batz.


  “I’ll defeat it too, so please have a look at it if you’d like, Your Highness the Crown Prince!”


  “…You don’t have to use honorifics. We’re classmates, after all.”


  Even so, he still will probably use honorifics. He’s in the position of the crown prince. It can’t be helped ─ that’s what Ain thought.


  “Oh, I see. Well, I guess I’ll do that! Nice to meet you!”


  He replied, and Ain felt that he could get along with him.


  In the end, Batz went over to the magic circle in response to Kaizer’s voice, and Ain watched him.


  “…Please!”


  Shortly after Kaizer operated the magic tool, the Red Bison was summoned, just as with Ain. The Red Bison that appeared directed its natural killing intent at Batz directly in front of him.


  “H-hey! Batz, you can’t possibly be…!”


  Kaizer was surprised. Because, just like Ain did, Batz was trying to take on the Red Bison head-on.


  “Come, Red Biso──… W-whoaaa…!”


  Batz looked as if he had received the Red Bison’s thrust head-on… However, it seems that Batz’s strength could not withstand it, and he was blown to the wall. The safety mechanism was activated, and the illusion of the Red Bison vanished.


  He staggered and stood up, and for some reason, he said proudly.


  “…T-that was a close one…!”


  “It wasn’t close, you stupid idiot! Geez!”


  When Kaizer hurriedly approached and confirmed that Batz was safe, he swung his fist down, making a dull sound.


  Ain laughed when he saw Batz rolling around on the floor in agony.


  “What is it? It seems like he has a thick personality, or is it the other way around…?”


  Ain muttered to himself and walked out. He opened the door and walked in, standing next to the fallen Batz.


  “That was cool, Batz.”


  “Ah? Really? Well… it seems that we can get along very well!”


  “He didn’t say that you can get along, you idiot! He said you should take it more seriously!”


  At the end of the training, he was scolded in a cheerful manner. Afterward, Ain took a shower and left the academy to meet up with Chris.


   


  

  


   


  ──Today’s academy district is showing its usual calmness after the commotion of the other day.


  At a café terrace near the Royal Kingsland Academy.


  “Your Majesty is incredibly worried, you know…? He’s sometimes so flustered when Ain-sama isn’t looking; it’s the first time we’ve seen him like that.”


  It’s a secret, okay? Chris said at the end.


  “Grandfather did that?”


  “Yes. He behaves with a lot of dignity on the outside, but you’re his first grandchild, after all.”


  I’m so sorry, Ain thought, reflecting once again on the other day’s incident.


  (But this sandwich is delicious.)


  Compared to the sumptuousness of the meals at the castle, it was simple. However, Ain liked the sandwich he ordered, with its fresh vegetables, chewy meat, and strong flavor.


  “Aren’t you going to eat, Chris-san?”


  “I’ve already eaten at the castle, and I’m at work right now.”


  “…You don’t have to be so reserved.”


  “Ain-sama is very kind, isn’t he? But if anyone who knows that you are the crown prince sees you sitting and eating with your guard, they may think that I am disrespecting you.”


  Ain nodded reluctantly at her answer, turned away, and chewed on his sandwich.


  “Today, we had some assignments for some subjects, but aren’t the assignments at this academy too difficult?”


  “The Royal Kingsland Academy is the highest academic institution in Ishtalika… so it can’t be helped.”


  He looked at the bundle of papers he had taken out of his bag.


  “When you return to the castle, you can start working on it little by little.”


  “…But why does the pen seem to be moving so slowly when the weather is so nice?”


  “I have some advice for you, Ain-sama.”


  Is there any good way to learn? He turned his expectant gaze to Chris.


  “The shortcut to the right answer is just to keep moving your pen.”


  “──I see. Yeah. That’s excellent advice, awesome.”


  “Hahaha… well, I’m rooting for you.”


  Ain nodded helplessly and turned over the paper. Overlapping, he saw the documents of the academy district competition that had just been handed out this morning.


  “Come to think of it…”


  He took a sip of his tea and changed the subject.


  “I was suddenly told, but what kind of event is the academy district competition? I know that all the academies have something to do with it, but…”


  “There is no such thing. Unfortunately, the first and second classes of the Royal Kingsland Academy are excluded.”


  “…Eh?”


  “This is because there is too much of a disparity even between people of the same age. Only students from the third class onwards are allowed to participate from the Royal Kingsland Academy.”


  She told him that it had nothing to do with him, and Ain’s expression tightened. He’s convinced. It’s reasonable that there was no information about this until today.


  “However, Dill is going to have an exhibition match with the winner of the sword fight. It will be on the last day of the tournament; maybe you can go see it.”


  “Well… that’s all I’m looking forward to.”


  Rather, that’s all he wanted to look forward to. Even though it was an event that he was going to enjoy, the fact that he was told that it had nothing to do with him made him feel down.


  As he squeezed the rest of his sandwich, he noticed the voices of several women approaching a nearby seat.


  “─Ah.”


  “─Eh?”


  Suddenly, his eyes met with one of them.


  It’s Krone. She was wearing the Liebe Girls’ Academy uniform, and she was accompanied by some people who seemed to be her friends.


  Ain wondered what to do, and he averted his gaze from her.


  “…..”


  Krone purses her lips, and her expression says that she is not happy. Isn’t it okay to say something, even a greeting? She seemed to be saying this, but before she could mend her ways, she too averted her gaze.


  “Hey, Chris-san? Do you think I was wrong?”


  “Ah… ahaha… um… you wanted to bail on something, didn’t you? This place is separated from the other seats by a planting, so I don’t think it would have been noticeable…”


  “I see, you have a point…”


  While the two of them talked about it, Krone sat down with her friends across the planting.
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  “Krone-sama. What would you like to order?”


  “Y-yeah… I guess I’ll go with, uh…”


  It was somewhat awkward. Ain is confused, wondering what’s the problem.


  “I don’t think that Lady Krone is angry with you.”


  “I don’t think she’s angry. But she did seem unhappy, didn’t she?”


  “…..”


  “Being affirmed silently is painful, you know?”


  It’s not that Krone is scary, but if she is dissatisfied, she might do something to Ain once they get back to the castle. Mostly, it’s the kind of behavior that baffles Ain’s mind.


  “It was near here. The other day, His Royal Highness the Crown Prince saved me.”


  “Well! I heard about it, too. He appeared gallantly and defeated the ruffians with ease.”


  “I also heard that it was the Vice Commander of the royal knight who defeated the ruffian in the end, but he’s a very brave man, isn’t he?”


  What Ain heard was a voice praising him. Speaking of which, it was near here that he saved the female students the other day.


  “It seems that the girl from the other day is also here.”


  “Coincidence, huh? Yes, it’s a coincidence.”


  He wanted to go back to the castle, but that would be bad for his image in the eyes of Krone. However, he’s reluctant to leave now, given the flow of this conversation.


  “That’s right! You know the Crown Prince very well, don’t you, Krone -sama? If you don’t mind, could you tell us about him?”


  (What? I feel like this is the most inopportune time to talk about it.)


  He could imagine the look on Krone’s face right now.


  “…That’s right.”


  She would probably look down and smile for a moment, then look up and smile brightly the next moment.


  “I think he might be a little mischievous. His Highness is getting along well with the First Princess, and I always see him enjoying himself in the courtyard.”


  The girls listened with great interest. Naturally, Ain was uncomfortable. He thought that Chris would try to stop her, but she didn’t, because Krone was exquisite and didn’t say anything terrible about Ain.


  “But… His Royal Highness the Crown Prince is kind. He is very attentive to everyone and very courageous… I couldn’t be happier to be by his side.”


  Eventually, Chris smiled.


  “How is it? If you’re embarrassed, I’ll stop her.”


  “…No, it’s okay. I think it’s better to say it myself.”


  After drinking the remaining tea in one gulp, Ain exhaled once.


  “Does Krone-sama have a chance to talk to the crown prince?”


  “I’m curious. If so, I wonder what you talk about?”


  “Could it be that the reason you are turning down so many invitations is that you are interested in the Crown Prince…?”


  The question was asked in rapid succession. Krone also tilted her head in puzzlement. She took a breath to choose her words and answer one by one, and then Ain stood up behind the planting.


  He walked quickly and approached the seat where Krone was sitting.


  “──It would be nice if you could excuse me for that.”


  He stood next to the seat where the girl was sitting with a happy smile and said that before Krone could answer.


  “That’s right… so I’ll leave it at that.”


  An apology for earlier? He had a feeling that Krone, who was looking up at him, was saying that, so Ain nodded back and said, “Yes,” and she raised the corner of her mouth and cutely tilted her face.


  The schoolgirls turn their dubious face to the boy who came over for a moment. However, they soon realized that the other party was Ain, the crown prince.


  “Your Highness, the Crown Prince…?”


  “No way ─ why are you here ─ n-no! I really wanted to thank you for protecting me from the thugs the other day…!”


  “Ah, yeah… Don’t worry about it; it’s okay. I didn’t do anything serious.”


  Ain pushed by the momentum, he replied with a safe word. He went on to look at Krone, who had a clear face.


  “You’re not going to accept an offer from the mischievous crown prince, are you, Krone?”


  “No. If Your Highness invites me, I don’t mind being in a place like this.”


  “Yes, yes… Since I’m a naughty prince. I wouldn’t mind being in a place like this as well.”


  The girls looked at Ain with a flabbergasted look. They thought that maybe he was angry with Krone’s words. But Krone took the hand that Ain held out and stood up.


  “Are you coming to the castle today?”


  “Yes. I have an assignment from Warren-sama.”


  “Then let’s go to the castle together.”


  “Fufu… Is that an apology for ignoring me before?”


  “Well, maybe something like that.”


  The two of them, Ain and Krone, tried to make conversation familiarly. As with Krone’s behavior towards the crown prince, the crown prince’s friendliness caught the girls’ attention.


  “Everyone. I’m really sorry, but I have to leave now.”


  Bowing to the stunned girls, Krone stood next to Ain and walked away. The two of them joined Chris, and the three of them walked side by side.


  ─That Krone-sama is on good terms with the crown prince…


  ─No wonder she refused all of the invitations…


  As they leave, the voice of Krone’s friend reaches them. At the very least, the royal family has not announced what kind of relationship Ain and Krone have, nor do they have any plans to do so at the moment.


  “Both of you? I don’t mind if you’re all here today, but…”


  In his heart, Ain was thankful that Chris hadn’t interrupted him and was watching over them. The two of them hadn’t said it, but they must have been happy to have met in the academy district like this. Thinking of that, Chris didn’t say anything firmly.


  Seeing the two of them enjoying themselves, she didn’t feel like doing so.


  “──Ara? That thing sticking out of your bag… is that an assignment or something?”


  “Yes. When I was depressed because it was difficult, Chris advised me to move the pen to solve the problem.”


  “That’s great advice. That’s the best shortcut.”


  Krone looked at Ain’s slightly dissatisfied face. She then pulled Ain’s assignment out of his bag and read the contents.


  “This should be fine. I’ll teach you when we get back to the castle.”


  “Eh… Do you understand it… K-Krone…?”


  “I’m older than you. Besides, I’m working hard too.”


  “…Please take care of me.”


  Although he didn’t like the idea of being taught all the time, he would take advantage of it today. When they saw Ain nodding regretfully, both Krone and Chris broke into a gentle smile.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Around the same time, Dill, who was at the academy, was about to go out as well. He, too, had finished what he had to do today and was going to the castle to join the knights in their training.


  He looked out the academy gate.


  “…What’s with the men just now?”


  Dill’s voice leaked out in displeasure, and his eyes were met by four men he had never seen before. Then one of the men staring at Dill, gave him a damp smile that was not pleasant, and walked away.


  Only one man wore a conspicuous gray robe, but the other three were not uniformly dressed. Judging by their clothes and behavior, they were a group of four people who did not belong in this academy district.


  “…..”


  Dill’s mind was struck by the adventurer who Ain had defeated the other day.


  Are they from the same group? Dill thought. But it didn’t seem like they had come all this way to avenge them, so Dill started running without thinking.


  The destination is where the men left off, at the back of a row of buildings.


  ──The sword that Dill carries on his hip has an actual blade and is capable of killing people. His father, Lloyd, had given him a fine treasure that wouldn’t embarrass him as a member of the Duke Glacier family.


  Feeling the reliability of this partner of him, Dill quickly ran after the men.


  ──However.


  “They’re not here…? Where on earth are they?”


  He entered the alley and passed several turns but came to a dead end. Dill clicked his tongue lightly, wondering where they had run off to.


  “…I’ll have to report this to father.”


  Something is wrong in the academy district these days. Although there was a slight sense of discomfort, as if he had missed something, Dill thus left the alleyway.


  As soon as Dill left, on the roof.


  “Haa… troublesome. That guy is a little troublesome. He’s got good instincts, and his moves aren’t bad… What will that guy be doing on “that” day?”


  “He won’t be at the academy. He’ll be in the arena for an exhibition match against the tournament’s winner.”


  “That’s good then. The troublesome swordsmanship instructor won’t be there that day either. …Ha, I’m glad they’re making it easy for us.”


  “Yeah, I bet our client will be happy with that.”


  The men were satisfied and left the alleyway just like Dill.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  “It seems that Marquis Magnus is in good standing.”


  Many nobles participated in an important meeting. The agenda is mainly administration and law-making, but there are many other things as well.


  In the meantime, Sylvird looked at the income and expenditure of the nobles and mentioned Marquis Magnus, whose expenditures were conspicuous. Marquis Magnus was not present. The head of the family had reportedly fallen ill and couldn’t attend the meeting.


  “Indeed, there seems to be a lot of them.”


  “I felt something disturbing…”


  The meeting room was buzzing with discomfort, but Lloyd calmed everyone down.


  “It’s nothing serious. It’s probably due to mansion renovations. Marquis Magnus’s mansion is quite old, after all.”


  “…Ah! That’s true now that you mention it.”


  “The Glacier family is closely associated with the Magnus family. If His Excellency the Marshal says so, then…”


  Everyone was convinced because of Lloyd’s high speaking power.


  In the castle, the most influential people are Sylvird, Warren, Lloyd, and the royal family. In this great country, the power to speak is much heavier than one might imagine.


  Warren stroked his beard and inquired curiously.


  “But that should be reported. I doubt that it has been received yet.”


  “Maybe you forgot about it? Well, I’ll ask them about it immediately.”


  “…It seems so. Well, let’s wait for Lloyd-dono’s report, shall we?”


  The other nobles did not interfere. They just listen to the conversation between the two of them quietly.


  “Fumu… It’s probably alright if Lloyd says so, but shouldn’t we send an inspector?”


  “Your Majesty has a point, but… that’s right.”


  Sylvird words made Lloyd’s face tense. He raised one of his eyebrows for a moment. Warren opened his mouth after confirming the gesture.


  “…No, it’s all right. Let’s leave it to Lloyd-dono this time.”


  Lloyd breathed a soft little sigh of relief. The next moment, he lets out his typical high-pitched laugh.


  “Haahahahaha! What’s with this incomplete report? I’ll go ahead and scold him while I’m at it! There’s no need to waste manpower on this!”


  “Umu, so it’s decided that I’ll leave this matter to you, Lloyd… and it looks like it’s about time.”


  Sylvird looked at Warren and instructed him.


  “This is the end of today’s meeting. Thank you, everyone, for gathering here today.”


  The nobles follow his lead and bow. As everyone leaves, Lloyd sputters.


  “Your Majesty, Warren-dono. I have some business to attend to, so I apologize for leaving early today…”


  “I understand. I’ll see you tomorrow, Lloyd-dono.”


  “Thank you for your hard work.”


  “Yes! Now, if you’ll excuse me…”


  While watching Lloyd leave with the nobleman, Sylvird opened his mouth.


  “What do you think, Warren?”


  “It’s not very typical of Lloyd-dono to behave in such a way.”


  Warren rubbed his beard worriedly; this gesture is what he does when he thinks about something. Sylvird kept quiet and waited for his decision.


  “I will do some investigation. Would you be willing to leave it to me?”


  “I don’t mind.”


  “──Then, leave it to me.”


  When the two of them looked out the window, they saw clouds floating in the sky, which had been blue just a moment ago. The sky, which had begun to turn gray, seemed to speak for the two of them, who were not in their best spirits.


   


  Chapter 2 – Academy District Tournament


  Sound fireworks are set off. It’s the last day of the academy district tournament ─ the most crowded year in the academy district.


  (Not that it matters to me.)


  Today, Ain just planned to enjoy the event. It’s not that he doesn’t want to participate in the swordsmanship tournament. But if he can’t participate, he’ll just enjoy other things.


  Just outside the station of the academy district, Dill said apologetically.


  “Well then, Your Highness. I’m sorry, but I’ll be going now.”


  “Okay. I’ll be cheering for you.”


  “──Thank you for your reassuring words, Your Highness.”


  Stiff. Dill is stiff today as well. It seems as if he has become even more stubborn.


  ──But.


  “Ah, maybe Dill is…”


  Perhaps it’s because they have been working together for a while now, so Ain feels like he can see the difference in Dill’s expression now.


  From Ain’s perspective, it’s not just that he has a stiff expression now.


  “Yes. Is something wrong?”


  “Are you nervous? It’s about the exhibition match today.”


  “…..”


  Dill’s eyes widened as if Ain had guessed right.


  “H-how did you know that…?”


  “No, it’s just a guess, but I thought you might be nervous.”


  “Just a guess, huh… It isn’t very pleasant. It seems that I have shown you my inexperience.”


  “That’s not true. But I was a little relieved to know that even Dill gets nervous sometimes.”


  “W-what does that mean…?”


  Dill’s eyes were wide open as he looked at Ain.


  “I’ll tell you what it means if you call me by my name; how about that?”


  It’s an exchange. Ain felt like he could do it now, but…


  “I-I’ve already told you before… it’s impossible. I’ve always said that I’m afraid of doing that since I’m just a guard.”


  “It failed, huh… Fine, I’ll try again next time.”


  “No matter how many times you try it, the answer will remain the same. …Then, I’ll take my leave now.”


  In the end, Dill regained his usual stiffness, but his gait was somehow different from usual, and he left with a nervous look. Ain, who was left behind, approached the two women who were waiting nearby.


  “Thanks for waiting. Krone, Chris-san.”


  The expressions of the two waiting women were contradictory. Krone’s expression was happy, and Chris’s eyes were vague.


  “I can’t believe just being with Ain changed him so quickly.”


  “…I was surprised. Dill has become somewhat emotional.”


  Chris was especially surprised because she knew what Dill had been through in his training.


  Ain smiled happily.


  “But he still won’t call me by my name…”


  Although it shows his frustration, his expression is bright.


  After a while, he started to walk away, followed by two others.


  “What are we going to do today?”


  “That’s right… we have some time before Dill’s exhibition match starts, and we have free time until then. Should we look around the event for now?”


  “By the way, now that you mention it, is Krone going to participate in anything? You know, maybe oratory?”


  “I’m not interested in that. I wonder what Ain will give me if I win?”


  “…Maybe a pat on the head.”


  She giggled, though she couldn’t think of much to say.


  “If so, I should have participated. I wish you would have told me that first.”


  She was a little bullish about it, and Ain immediately felt defeated. Ain became embarrassed and accelerated his walking speed.


  “L-look! If we don’t go quickly, we won’t have time to go around… Let’s go now!”


  The two who are walking behind him put their hands over their mouths and laughed at the way Ain was trying his best to hide his embarrassment.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Every year, this academy district tournament attracts a lot of people. Especially today, the last day of the tournament, is the most exciting.


  This is because there is a special event that takes place over several days. It is said to be the highlight of the battle of the academy district, and even important figures such as King Sylvird and Marshal Lloyd visit the event.


  The crowds are the biggest of the entire year. In other words, it’s hard to find a suspicious person.


  A man was sitting on the roof of one of the buildings.


  “Ha… This is troublesome. This is the assault team… what’s the situation?”


  It’s the man in the gray robe. He spoke to the small magic tool in his hand, saying that it looked as troublesome as the other day.


  It fits in the palm of the hand and looks like a small pocketbook. When opened, there are only a few numbers inside, and when the number is pressed, the corresponding magic tool can be contacted.


  Normally, this magic tool is used to announce the water train’s status and communicate with the people in the castle in a short distance.


  Basically, it is not commercially available.


  “This is the suppression unit. We’ll be in the position shortly.”


  “That’s great. It’s a pain in the ass. I just want to get home.”


  “Let’s just get this over with. We’ll get the money from the client.”


  “…Oh, that’s good. It’s a hassle, but a little fun.”


  Then he looked at his watch, looking annoyed.


  The time is…


  “It’s about time. Make it easy for me, okay?”


  “Understood.”


  Click. When the magic tool is closed with a sound, the voice that was heard until just now disappears.


  He casually lit a cigarette, looked at the Royal Kingsland Academy, and smiled. Two sharp fangs were visible from his upper lip. He finished his cigarette and stepped forward, looking annoyed.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  There were many stalls. Ain especially liked the grilled skewers, which were quite savory. Krone and Ain looked around at the many events and enjoyed them. Then they went to their final destination, the arena, where the crowd was even louder than before.


  “What a great cheer!”


  “Yeah, it’s more than I expected too… I mean, the arena is too big.”


  The arena is made up of a series of thick columns that form a circle.


  How big is the area? Ain overlooked the area, but there was enough space to fit a small castle, and the plaza surrounding the arena was so vast that it was almost too much to walk around.


  “Are there any seats available?”


  “…Ain-sama? Your Majesty is also here, so of course, they have a special place for you, too.”


  “Ah, yes… that’s right.”


  It’s natural, but sometimes it’s still hard for him to get used to being treated as special because he’s royalty.


  Ain laughed at Chris, who was half-amused. Looking at his watch, there was still about an hour before Dill’s battle. Probably right now, they were still at the stage where Dill’s opponent would be decided.


  “──Chris-san. After sending Krone to the place where my grandfather is, can I go to the academy for a while?”


  “To the Royal Kingsland Academy? Is there something you need?”


  “No, it’s nothing important, but I forgot something, so I thought I’d stop by and pick it up.”


  To be honest, it would have been too much trouble to go back another day to get it. So he decided to take advantage of the current time to get it.


  “Okay, I understand. Then I will accompany you, so let’s bring Lady Krone to her seat first.”


  “Geez… Ain, why did you forget something at this time?”


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’ll be right back. Go ahead and sit down and wait for me.”


  “…Yes, yes. Please come back as soon as possible.”


  Soon after, the three of them stepped inside the arena, leaving Krone alone in the seat where Sylvird and the others were sitting. Ain went outside with Chris in tow.


   


  He walked faster than usual because he didn’t want to keep Krone waiting.


  The Royal Kingsland Academy was not far from the arena, and the two of them would arrive there in about five minutes. Ain said he’d be right back, made Chris wait at the academy gate, and hurriedly stepped inside.


  “…I have to get back soon.”


  Ain was walking alone in the hallway. The academy, with its small number of students, felt even bigger than usual. The only sound to be heard is that of Ain’s footsteps.


  “…..”


  The atmosphere is somehow different.


  Why is that? Is it because the only thing he can hear is his own footsteps, or is it for some other reason? No, it’s the latter. After all, the academy now is different from usual.


  “That’s right. It’s because none of the magic tools are working.”


  The doors to the classrooms, which usually glow, are not moving, and not a single bird is chirping from outside. It was hard to believe that it was just the absence of people, and the unsettling atmosphere made Ain stop.


  A moment later, a buzzing sound cut through the sky. It rang in Ain’s ears, and the sound of a person falling echoed down the hallway.


   


  

  


   


  There was another student who had also come to the academy to pick up something he had forgotten. It was Roland, the boy who had become Ain’s first friend at this academy.


  He is now trembling with fear in the classroom he has grown accustomed to.


  “W-what do you want from me…?”


  He, too, like Ain, had stepped into the academy to retrieve something he had forgotten. But as soon as he stepped into the classroom, he was detained by a man who was there.


  “Well, it’s not in the request. I’ll let you go later.”


  “R… Really?”


  “Ah, yeah.”


  The man in the gray robe said languidly. However, he looked at Roland, who had just been relieved, and gave him a vulgar smile.


  “I knew I shouldn’t do this. But, this is like a reward for my work, so I can do whatever I want with you, okay?”


  “Eh…?”


  “Have you ever heard of vampires? Oh, I don’t want to bother explaining it to you.”


  “I-I-I-I… I know, but…”


  You know what? I’m a vampire. It’s pretty rare, you know? I was in jail until the other day, and now I’m finally free…”


  The man removes the hood of his robe. What appeared was unhealthy-looking pale skin — two white, sharp fangs.


  “You’re a werewolf, aren’t you? I’ve never sucked one before… It’s okay, right?”


  Looking at Roland while licking his lips, the man suddenly reached out and grabbed Roland’s neck.


  “Wha… Guaaahh.”


  “It’s okay, isn’t it? I’m sorry, but… you know, I often suck too much and end up killing people, and I hope you’ll forgive me if I do.”


  ” …N-no… I don’t want it!”


  He resisted desperately. In a desperate attempt to shake off the man’s hand, Roland broke away from him and ran to the window. He intended to break the window and escape, but…


  “Hey, you. Why are you trying to make trouble for me… Ah?”


  It was easy to chase after the young Roland. The man quickly caught up with him, and before Roland could get out, he grabbed his clothes and threw him down.


  “I haven’t had blood for weeks. This is torture, you know? Nothing could be more tedious and disgusting than this… so stop making trouble for me.”


  The man approaches Roland leisurely. Roland had already given up and was finally bursting into tears and peed his pant.


  How delightful! The man let out a vulgar laugh.


  “Then, itadakima…”


  It’s over. Roland closed his eyes, thinking that… and at that moment.


  Giiiiii… The door to the classroom opened with the sound of creaking wood.


  “Fumu, when the door does not open automatically, it makes this sound, huh?”


  “Hmm?


  The man’s hand leaves Roland’s and points at the person who came into the classroom.


  “Huh, Roland… w… w-whoaa… he looked dangerous…”


  The person who came in was Ain. When he saw the man standing beside Roland, he knew at once that Roland was in trouble.


  There are two main emotions he has.


  The first was, “What are you doing to my friend?” It’s obvious anger. The other emotion is a simple disgust that he’s someone that he shouldn’t get involved with.


  “…By the way, outsiders are not allowed in here, you know?”


  He asked, just in case. It was only a question, but he could predict what would happen next.


  “…What did you do with all the adults outside?”


  “Adults? Ah, if it’s about those who suddenly swung their swords at me, I beat them without a second thought.”


  While speaking calmly, Ain’s heart thumped uncomfortably. This man is definitely more dangerous than those who were outside. It seemed as if the exchange of lives was about to begin, and as expected, Ain did his best to keep his composure.


  A bead of sweat ran down his neck.


  “Hmm, a kid defeated my friends? You better stop lying; you should stop offending adults.”


  “…Go check it out if you’re curious. That person over there is my friend. Why don’t you stay away from him?”


  “What if I say no?”


  Just as Ain thought, he wanted to ask who exactly he was, but before he could, he had to do something to him. Ain prepared himself and pulled out the jet-black dagger he carried at his waist.


  “I wonder if I should force you to leave…!”


  “…Heh, you’re fast…”


  The man sensed the danger before Ain could close the distance. He stepped away from Roland and adjusted his stance.


  Then, as he was relieved that help was coming, Roland fainted and collapsed.


  “Who the heck are you? What are you doing here at this school?”


  “You’re curious about me now? It can’t be helped… I’ll at least tell you my name.”


  “Why do you act so proud now…? ──!?”


  The man throws a white ball the size of the palm. At the same time as it falls to the ground, a thick cloud of smoke surrounded Ain.


  “I’m Freed. A vampire, pleased to meet you.”


  He flashed a sidekick. Ain’s defenseless side was struck hard.


  “Kuh… haahh…!?”


  “I’ve been working as an adventurer for a while now. Maybe that’s why I’m learning to be wary of people like you.”


  When he thought about it, Kaizer had once said something similar to this. For Ain, it was a way of fighting that he had never experienced before.


  (But… Roland is asleep. Then… it’s okay to use it.)


  He nodded, saying that he would use the Dullahan’s power and that there was nothing more he could do. Ain woke up and regained his composure.


  Freed disappeared in the smoke. Ain concentrated all his attention on his presence.


  “If so, I wouldn’t hesitate either.”


  “Huh? Hey, hey! What did you just say so suddenly, kid? Don’t get too carried away. I’ll bind you and suck your blood until it runs dry.”


  “…I feel sick just thinking about it, so I think I’ll pass.”


  Ain’s usual tone begins to return. The thought of using Dullahan’s power acted as a tranquilizer. He calmly produced an illusory hand from his back, and the whole hand pulsated as if his blood vessels were contracting.


  “Do not hesitate, you say? I will take you ─ Hmm? What’s that?”


  The hand there…


  Before Freed could ask this, the illusory hand slammed him against the wall.


  “Kahah…!?”


  “I’m not done with you yet.”


  He had done terrible things to Roland. And tried to suck his blood. In a fit of rage, Ain’s illusory hand reached out in a straight line for the man’s stomach.


  “…Hard?”


  But the feeling was hard. There was no sense of touch as if he had struck an iron shield.


  “Adventurers are very cautious, you know!”


  A metal plate was placed in his stomach to match his body.


  He’s indeed cautious, but it doesn’t mean that the situation has changed for Freed. As soon as Ain reached out his illusory hand and broke the window glass in the area, the smoke in the classroom gradually disappeared.


  “Surrender. You can’t win anymore.”


  Ain, who can use the power of Dullahan, has the strength to say so.


  “Hey, hey, hey, hey. You want me to go back to that stinky prison again? It’s impossible, so stop saying stupid things…!”


  The man threw the iron plate at Ain and tried to escape.


  “I won’t let you escape!”


  On the contrary, Ain grabbed it with his illusory hand and threw it back. It smashed Freed’s leg, and with the momentum, he slammed his head into the ground.


  Eventually, he lost consciousness due to a concussion.


  “Huh… my head… what on earth is going on?”


  As Ain approached Roland, he shook his body.


  “Ah… Ain-kun, what about that man?”


  “I’ve already defeated him. So don’t worry about it… But can I ask what happened?”


  “Is it true that you beat him?”


  Roland made a surprised voice, but now Ain has something more to ask.


  “Roland! Who is that guy? There were others out there, but…!”


  “I-I don’t know if you’re asking me that… but that guy said he was a vampire! And he was coming here on business. And… that’s right! It seems that the professors are being held captive too!”


  The only thing he knew was that it was dangerous to stay here. Ain had to get outside and tell Chris first.


  “You little bastard, what are you doing… Shiiiit!”


  “──Ain-kun!”


  He’s a lot tougher than expected. Reflecting on the fact that he was not able to finish him, Ain put his hand over Roland’s eyes.


  “I’m sorry, but I can’t show you.”


  “What do you mean you can’t show me…?”


  “There is no need for your blood anymore! Just fucking dieeeee!”


  Freed jumps at Ain from behind. However, Ain didn’t even look back as he unleashed his illusory hand again.


  The next time, there is no need to hold back. With more magic power flowing, two new strong and thick illusory hands appeared on his body at the same time.
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  ──It’s a powerful blow with no mercy, and there’s no room for dodging.


  “Tch… you… what a pain in the ass…”


  As he plunged into the ceiling of the classroom. Freed was swearing, losing consciousness, and eventually falling without power. He slammed down on the desk, and this time he was definitely unable to fight.


  “I think I’m getting pretty strong… Alright, it’s okay now. Roland, can you stand up?”


  “I can stand up, but… what was that noise I just heard…?”


  Roland shouted at the sight of the devastated classroom. When he looked at the half-destroyed classroom and the collapsed Freed, he couldn’t help but wonder what had happened.


  “I’m sorry, but you shouldn’t shout too loudly…”


  But Ain was also right, and Roland put his hands over his mouth.


  “We should leave the academy for now. We should call Chris and the others than for us to do anything.”


  Roland nodded back, and Ain led him out of the classroom. The man that Ain had just defeated was lying nearby, but that was it; no reinforcements had come.


  He secretly patted his chest.


  “Let’s hurry, follow me!”


  “Y… yeah!”


  Ain left the classroom with great energy. The professor and others who had been caught were a concern, but first, he had to get Roland to a safe place.


  After a few turns, they reached the exit to the outside of the academy when they heard two men’s voices.


  “How much longer until the activation?”


  “About ten minutes. If we don’t meet up with Freed-san before then, we’ll be caught up as well.”


  That sounded very disturbing. They are just ahead of another turn. Whatever it is, it’s inevitable.


  “Roland, stay hidden. Okay? Don’t ever show your face, okay?”


  “I understand… I’m sorry, I can’t do anything.”


  “No, don’t worry about it. I’ll be back.”


  With deliberately loud footsteps, Ain appeared in front of the two men.


  “Can you tell me what you just said?”


  He’s calmer than he imagined, probably because he’s been through the fight with Freed. The unpleasant throbbing in his chest had somehow subsided, and now he could calmly watch the men’s movements.


  The men looked at Ain.


  “How did you get here?”


  “I beat that guy, Freed. So what are you talking about before, something until it activates?”


  “Hey! I don’t know what that is, but…!”


  “He’s just a kid. Why don’t we just beat him up?”


  They underestimated Ain. In contrast to Freed earlier, it is clear that Ain is not alarmed by any of them.


  Ain put out his illusory hand to decide the battle quickly. The men all looked up and backed away in a panic, but it was too late.


  “If you think you can get out, then try it.”


  The illusory hand wrapped around the two men as if a serpent were strangling its prey. The men’s armor made a creaking sound…


  “Who are you people? Answer quickly, or I’ll squeeze you harder.”


  “…W-we’re just hired… we’re just broke adventurers…”


  “H-hey! Why did you tell him that ─ Aguahh?”


  One of them is pretty smart. Ain was grateful that he could get an answer so quickly.


  “What is your purpose? What are you doing here?”


  “I-I don’t know! We were just hired by that noble… I-it hurts…”


  “He said he had a grudge against this academy… Yeah! That’s all I heard…! Oh right! There’s a device out there near where people eat, and there’s a bunch of magic stones there.”


  Since we have answered the question, please spare us, said the two of them, frustrated.


  Ain couldn’t take it anymore; he put all his strength into his illusory hand.


  “Gah…”


  The men all lost consciousness. I’ve done it. I should have been able to ask more questions. Ain thought.


  “…Someone who has a grudge against this academy, huh?”


  He folded his arms and thought about it, and a person quickly came to his mind.


  However, Ain can’t stop thinking about what they said earlier, “In about ten minutes.” The fact that he continued to say that they would get caught up in it, he could tell that what was being planted was dangerous.


  (But what could I do…?)


  If it is an explosive device, he doesn’t have the knowledge or skills to disarm it. But even if he did, it was heartbreaking to think that he could just run away.


  “What on earth should I do…?”


  He was confused and worried and almost gave up. But then, along with the exhaustion in his body, he felt his body start to seek out the magic stone, regardless of his will as before. Like a child who notices a fragrant smell, he was drawn in a certain direction.


  “The sign of magic stones…? N-no, no, no… I shouldn’t be able to detect such a sign…”


  Yes. With Ain’s power, it’s not surprising that he knows the direction it’s coming from, given his past history of unconscious absorption. For example, suppose it is emitting a huge amount of energy. In that case, it is not surprising to find that his body is seeking it.


  Perhaps, he said… And Ain started to look around and found that it was at the cafeteria. The man had said. The device was set up near the place where people eat.


  “Could it be that the device that has been set up is something that uses magic stones…?”


  It makes sense. In the past, Katima has caused magic tools to run amok and blow up.


  “If the quality of the magic stone used is high, it can be used to intentionally create a large explosion… leaving a large damage not only to the academy but also to the academy district itself.”


  The man who fainted a moment ago mouthed the words, “The magic stone.” If the magic stone and the device were prepared separately, the explosion scale would not be small.


  “I’ll do it… I have to do it, besides, if it’s that man…”


  The desire to act precedes thinking as if there is no time left to think. And Ain thought of the person he admired and made up his mind.


  “Surely, If it’s His Majesty the First…”


  He would not run away. He was the man who had defeated the Demon King. If Ain left this place, he would be the opposite of the person he admired…


  As the crown prince, it was the right decision, but the inside of his chest tingled with discomfort.


  “Roland! Hurry up and come here!”


  He hurriedly called for him. If the time is about ten minutes, there are less than nine minutes left.


  Ain grabbed Roland’s shoulders as he ran up to him and said.


  “Listen carefully, go outside… and tell Chris to come to the cafeteria.”


  “Eh… how about Ain-kun…?”


  “Just listen to me. And then tell her about the commotion in the academy. That way, Chris-san will be able to contact the knights who should be nearby. Now, hurry up!”


  “Understood…! I’m not sure, but it’s the blond lady who always comes to pick up Ain-kun, right? Hold on! I’ll tell her right away!”


  Roland started to run again in a hurry as he could sense that Ain was serious.


  “I wonder if what I’m trying to do is selfish.”


  Maybe this sense of justice is not right. It’s his duty as the crown prince. At the very least, it is a foolish act to take such a risk. But Ain shook his head to left and right.


  “There is no time left. Some professors are also being held captive. …And I’m the only one who can help them.”


  What if the first king came across the same situation? He would have faced it. He’s a man who has stood up against a Demon King, so this is nothing more than a trivial matter for him.


  “I wonder if it’s too much to ask for an excuse.”


  It’s just a way of behaving as the first king would have behaved. The convenient excuse made Ain’s heart shake and rage intensely.


   


  

  


   


  The café terrace where Ain arrived was also enveloped in an unnatural silence. At the end of the terrace, there was a man near a large tree and a small lake.


  “This academy has changed.”


  The man muttered mournfully as Ain approached him.


  “The commoners who are not worth bringing up have spread, and the boundary between the nobles and the commoners has become blurred… and even people like you have been corrupted. It has become such an academy.”


  He could see the man’s appearance at a glance. He is a nobleman.


  His lavish cloak and the prominent jeweled ring on his finger indicate that he likes to dress in such a conspicuous manner. However, flashy outfits are not Ain’s taste.


  “…This academy is so wrong. Why should people like commoners and noblemen with precious blood like us stand shoulder to shoulder together? What I did is not wrong; it is those… who harbor corrupt ideas that are wrong.”


  The intonation in each verse had a captivating charm to it.


  “In other words, it is necessary to oppose the monarchy with its corrupt ideas… yes, the current monarchy.”


  The disturbing words were spoken with calmness.


  It’s not that the man’s appearance is bad; it’s just that the words that he believes to be true about himself are irritating to Ain.


  “Don’t you think so, Your Royal Highness the Crown Prince? You can change the future of Ishtalika.”


  “I like the current Ishtalika. Therefore, I can’t agree with you, Wolf.”


  Although Ain had never met him before, he was definitely the mastermind behind this incident. It seems that Ain’s predictions were correct, and perhaps because he had guessed correctly, Wolf’s expression changed to a look of surprise.


  “So you know me, huh? I don’t think we’ve ever met before.”


  “No, it’s just a guess, that’s all.”


  “Your Highness seems to be a wonderful man. I would love to have some time to share my thoughts with you.”


  “…I don’t want to. Meanwhile, you’re going to blow this place, aren’t you?”


  Wolf’s eyebrows raised. The time passes even as they speak, and Ain doesn’t want to keep talking too long. Ain clicked his tongue and asked Wolf.


  “What did you set up? Where did you put it?”


  “Have you met with Freed? No, if you had met him, you wouldn’t be──.”


  “I already beat him. You’re the only one left.”


  “…It’s hard to believe. I thought the only person at this academy who could defeat someone as powerful as him was Kaizer.”


  “Yeah, I guess so. That’s why you targeted the time when Instructor Kaizer was not around, right?”


  Ain told Wolf to mock him.


  “In other words, Your Highness is strong. That man was a skillful adventurer who had dealt with several adventurers, but Your Highness is even stronger. Hmm…”


  He distanced himself from Ain as he said that.


  …The only reason why he distanced himself slowly is so that he could escape and not be defeated here.


  “…I heard he just escaped from jail the other day.”


  “Yes, that’s right. I helped him to escape.”


  How on earth did he do that? But Ain was clear-headed today.


  (What did Dill say again? He was put in an off-duty position to manage the knight’s work schedule.)


  Perhaps on the day of the jailbreak, someone who was under his control was assigned to guard the prison. And he made it as if it was destroyed from the inside. He must have taken advantage of the fact that he had been sent to an off-duty position.


  “This plan was very difficult. I had to buy several new magic tools, and it cost me a lot of money… So I won’t let you interfere.”


  “Oh, so you mean this is the plan of the entire Marquis Magnus family?”


  “Don’t talk nonsense. My historical family is already contaminated. …Today’s plan is something that I, here, have carried out alone, you know.”


  Even though he was a rotten man, he was a teacher at the Royal Kingsland Academy. His well-planned work is superb, and the brains that set up the entire academy deserve recognition.


  “I had a hard time keeping my family members from interfering.”


  “…You’re familiar with monster poisons, aren’t you? So maybe you’re trying to poison them to make it look like they’re sick in bed?”


  “So what do you think? However, our family chef has been thrown into jail.”


  “Oh, I see. What a terrible man you are, making someone take the blame.”


  That’s enough. When Ain heard the truth, he clenched his fist so hard that his fingernails sunk into it.


  “You’re so wrong. That’s why I’ve decided to stop you.”


  Ain said as he pulled out his jet-black dagger; Wolf suddenly became furious when he was told he was wrong.


  “I’d appreciate it if you’d spare me from that. I still have a lot of work left to do…!”


  Wolf shamelessly throws a sphere-shaped magic tool from his pocket.


  When it fell to the ground, the explosion’s impact was simple, but a direct hit would be a considerable blow. Ain dodged and breathed in to finish the job quickly. Realizing that he could not escape, Wolf continued his attack.


  “I’ll prove to you who was really the worthless one! My father, my brother, and the entire academy board will learn…! And finally, I will have to teach the eldest son of the Glacier family to the bone!”


  His resentment began with Dill’s report and was directed at Sylvird and the others who had decided to terminate his position as a teacher. The smart Wolf, who showed a calm demeanor, but his pride was immediately apparent. He must not have the slightest loyalty to the royal family left in him.


  Now, his only principle of action is to satisfy his self-esteem.


  “…What are you talking about? You’re the wrong one!”


  Ain was dumbfounded. There is no saving the foolishness of actions born of biased thought.


  “Today will be the birth of the new Ishtalika…! I will lead the noble blood…”


  “That day will never come. Enough… I don’t want to hear your words anymore.”


  Unlike Freed, Wolf is not used to fighting. Ain doesn’t have any particular difficulties when it comes to fighting him, and without any kind of resistance, Ain is able to approach him.


  “I’ll ask you again just in case; what did you set up, and where was it?”


  “Now, what exactly are you talking about? I didn’t──.”


  This is something so obvious; he wouldn’t tell Ain. It would be the last thing he would do if he did not get distraught. Ain smiled and held the dagger in his other hand.


  “What──.”


  Ain’s dagger’s hilt slammed into his belt buckle… making a dull sound. The impact is considerable.


  Wolf collapsed to the ground with blank eyes, and the fight was quickly settled.


  “I’ve got to hurry up and look for the device…!”


  But there is no noticeable device when he looked around. Only the reaction of the magic stone can be felt nearby, “Where the heck is it…?” said Ain, growing impatient.


  There are only a few minutes left…


  “Hey! Where the hell did you plant it?”


  But no matter where he looked, in the shade of a tree, on top of a tree, or inside a building, there was nothing that looked like a device.


  Is it all over? He thought so and looked down.


  (What was that…)


  As soon as he doubted his optical illusion, Ain bent over and squinted his eyes.


  “There it is…!”


  It’s in an unexpected place, in a small lake. The water is clear, and the bottom is visible. However, the visibility is not very good because of the water plants.


  Between the water plants ─ there are shadows of impurities.


  How do I stop it? How do I absorb the magic stone? It only took a moment for Ain to think about it, and then his body moved before his mind.


  He threw off his jacket and jumped into the water with vigor.


  (I’m glad I figured it out.)


  Thinking back, this must be the first time he had swum since his reincarnation. The fact that he was able to swim without any difficulty must be due to the fact that he had trained and strengthened his body.


  (It’s a magic tool like the one in Katima’s lab, but with a bigger furnace.)


  The furnace looked like a wood stove. It connected to an all-black monolith, from which rays of light, like flares, leaked out.


  Ain reached out to the furnace.


  (It’s over!)


  Ain absorbed the magic stone with vigor and without the slightest hesitation.


  He was gradually getting sick of it because the magic stones in the furnace were not the cheap ones; it contained a number of good quality magic stones for the runaway success of the magic tool.


  The miscellaneous flavors made Ain feel uncomfortable.


  A dozen seconds passed, and he finished absorbing it. The light leaking out of the box disappeared, confirming that the situation was no longer something to worry about.


  “…Puhahh!”


  His breath was heavy as he jumped into the water in a hurry. He quickly rose to the surface and raised his body from the lake to the ground.


  “I-it’s over… I don’t know; I really don’t know, but…”


  Shortly after, Ain, whose whole body is tired from the sudden commotion, collapsed his body like 大 character.


  “──Ain-sama! Are you alright?”


  “I’m fine… I’m just tired.”


  Chris, who came to where Ain was, took the collapsed Ain in his arms and raised his upper body. Roland had called her to help.


  “I’m sorry, I know you probably want to be angry with me, but… you have to rescue the professors first.”


  “The knights are already on their way! We’ll have them under control in no time!”


  “Ah, that’s good… It was worth the effort.”


  “I’m tempted to be angry, but you’re acting like a hero. …Can you stand up?”


  “No problem, I’ll stand up.”


  The ruckus should have stopped by now, but Ain’s mood was not refreshed for some reason. He couldn’t help but think that he was mistaken about the fact that the ruckus was over.


  “…..”


  He stood up with the help of Chris. He glanced at Wolf, who had collapsed nearby, but he still did not feel better.


  “It was supposed to be revenge. But it’s just for this academy… And he’s not stupid. He’s not stupid enough to think it’s all going to end this easily…”


  “A-Ain-sama? What’s wrong?”


  “No, it’s just strange. It’s not that I don’t understand it; it’s just that he was more interested in getting revenge on Dill and grandfather than the school. And yet… he was satisfied to target the academy…”


   


  ──Today will be the birthday of the new Ishtalika …! I will lead the noble blood──.


   


  It was Wolf’s declaration that came to his mind. In order to achieve his plan, the most effective move is…


  “Chris-san! It’s not over yet!”


  Ain picked up his cloak and ran out. This was the moment he realized why he hadn’t felt better.


  “Ain-sama!”


  Chris followed behind him, running out of the academy. Before they left the school, Ain told Chris about Wolf’s intentions and what he would do.


  “So, you said there’s another magic tool planted…?”


  “Yes! The magic tools here are only for revenge against the academy! His real goal is to take revenge on Dill and grandfather! If that’s the case…”


  If so, his real goal is the arena of the academy district.


  It’s not just Dill. If he could create many victims there, where Sylvird, Lloyd, and many other important people gathered, then, as Wolf said, “the birthday of the new Ishtalika” would no longer be a false claim.


  Ignoring Chris, who said that it was dangerous, Ain just frantically stepped into the arena.


  “Everyone is in danger…!”


   


  

  


   


  Shortly after Ain started running, in the arena, the exhibition match where Dill fights finally begins. However, Dill’s condition is not as usual.


  “Kuh…!”


  “What’s the matter with you ─ why do you keep showing off your powerless sword?”


  On the stage, Dill was on the defensive.


  Lloyd’s bewilderment and annoyance coexisted at the unexpected turn of events.


  “What are you doing… Dill!”


  Lloyd said from the audience seats. Sylvird, who sat next to him, felt the same way.


  “Fumu… was the opponent Dill’s childhood friend? However, he doesn’t seem like the kind of person who Dill would struggle with.”


  “Y-yeah… Your Majesty is right. If Dill can show his usual ability, he should be able to easily defeat even the strongest swordsman in another academy at the same age. As well as training with the royal knights, I’ve also practiced with him for some time now…”


  In a word, Dill’s behavior is suspicious. He is restless and looking around unnecessarily.


  Then, Krone, who was sitting nearby, asked Warren.


  “Warren-sama. Is it possible that Dill-dono is having trouble because Ain is not present?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Ain has no sign of coming back since he said he would be back soon. I thought that Dill-dono might be worried that something might have happened to Ain.”


  “…Surely, his eyes are glancing toward here.”


  However, Ain is not there. Does he feel some kind of disquiet in the absence of his target of protection, Ain?


  Dill finally lost one point to his childhood friend, the swordsman.


  “If that was the case, then Dill must be starting to open up to Ain-sama.”


  That would be wonderful. Therefore, you should come to the arena as soon as possible, Ain. Your guard here is worried about you, Krone muttered in her heart.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  At that time, Ain finally arrived at the arena and was looking for where the device was. As before, there was a reaction from the magic stone. However, there was nothing he could do if he didn’t know where the device was placed.


  “Ain-sama, this is not good. We still have to evacuate quickly…”


  “I can’t! We’re almost out of time!”


  “──But!”


  He ran around the arena, and Chris kept trying to stop him, but he refused. It was because there are several reasons why he cannot give up.


  “But there is nothing here! If something were to happen here, it wouldn’t just be grandfather, Lloyd, and the others! Krone, too, Krone will be…!”


  Ain gives off a serious look that he has never shown before and supremacy that makes one naturally want to follow him ─ yes, it reminded Chris of the banquet in the castle last year.


  The power that pierced her skin made Chris unconsciously feel dismayed.


  “…..”


  “And I’m the only one who can absorb the magic stone’s power. If the magic stone is set up in such a way that it cannot be removed, then there is no way to deal with it!”


  She didn’t have anything to argue with. Chris said with frustration on her lips.


  “I understand. Then I’ll go along with you. I’ll risk my life, too.”


  This was the least she could do as a knight. If Sylvird hadn’t been in the arena, Chris might have dragged Ain along by force.


  For Chris, it was a conclusion that came from being torn between so many emotions.


  “I think today reaffirmed that Ain-sama should not be left alone.”


  “…That’s not a compliment, is it?”


  “Yes, of course. I can’t help but worry about what you will do if I am not by your side… Olivia-sama was mischievous, but Ain-sama is even more mischievous.”


  “I-I don’t think so…? Even mother is doing business between nations by herself…”


  “That’s not true. Olivia-sama avoided doing anything dangerous. But Ain-sama will not stop regardless of the danger to his own body.”


  Ain couldn’t argue with that and closed his lips with a pouting expression.


  “Ahahaha… I don’t want to say it out loud, but I think Ain-sama is very brave.”


  She is in a position to stop him from doing this, so she admires him in a way that is hard to describe.


  “…Ain-sama is more like Ain-sama rather than Olivia-sama’s child, isn’t he?”


  Even at a time like this, Chris gave him a gentle and kind smile.


  The way Ain behaved in order to save the people he cared about without considering the danger. His words and actions looked dignified, even though he was young.


  “Ain-sama, did Wolf say anything else?”


  “…I think he said something like, I want to destroy the current royal government.”


  “The current royal government… I see… I think it might be…”


  A glimmer of light. Chris notices something.


  “There is the statue of His First Majesty near the back entrance of the arena! It is possible that Wolf took out his grudge on the first king as well…”


  “T… That’s it!”


  They increased their momentum and moved forward.


  The reaction of the magic stone increases with each step closer to Ain’s body; the deepest part of his body appeals to it painfully.


  Feeling convinced, Ain and Chris looked at each other.


  Why is there a statue of the first king in the direction of the back gate of the arena? It’s because there was a time when that was the main gate. With the construction of the water train station and the new growth of the academy district, the main gate somehow changed.


  In fact, the back gate is more magnificent, and it would not be surprising if a bronze statue of the first king were placed there.


  They could see a large bronze statue, about five meters tall.


  “Chris-san! There!”


  Thanking her for her advice, Ain looked right under the statue.


  Didn’t anyone else think it was strange? It was a duplicate of the one he had seen at the academy.


  It was so imposing that those walking around the area probably didn’t care. The match was now at its peak, and only a few people were walking around, especially near the back gate.


  The black monolith leaks a flash of light.


  “…We’re not going to make it…”


  “Not yet! My power is also…!”


  Chris can use magic. Her specialty is wind magic, and she shoots a strong blast of wind at Ain’s back.


  “As expected of Chris-san!”


  She dexterously supported Ain’s center of gravity and accelerated him with the wind.
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  The flash of light that leaked out increased the sparkle, and the box almost exploded with a crisp sound.


  “This time, it’s over… Wolf!”


  Ain put his hand on the furnace adjacent to the black monolith and absorbed the magic power flowing inside.


  The louder the pulsating sound, the more it rushed through his body, and gradually the flash of light leaking out weakened the momentum, and in a few seconds, the furnace was filled with empty magic stones.


  “Ain-sama!”


  “…It’s okay.”


  It’s over… This time.


  A radiant feeling enveloped Ain. This time, the day’s turmoil was over. He was exhausted from running over and over again and using his strength so much.


  Ain looked up at the sky with Chris’s help and let out a deep breath.


   


  

  


   


  The arena erupts in cheers. This was because a great rivalry was being demonstrated. For the audience, the title of the strongest swordsman in the Royal Kingsland Academy means the strongest in this academy district.


  That was Dill, and that Dill was being outmatched.


  “…Why isn’t His Highness here? Is something wrong? No, then father and His Majesty are here… but…”


  There was no sight of Chris either. He was worried that this might be an unforeseen problem.


  “What are you looking at?”


  “──Kuh…!”


  Because of this, he couldn’t even concentrate on the fight. Dill smiles to himself, wondering if he is so mentally immature.


  He has not known Ain long. Even so, his feelings for him are by no means negative.


  Worry, he hated the weakness of his heart that depressed him with this one word.


  “I’ll win! I’m going to beat you, and I’m going to be the strongest in the academy district…!”


  His opponent’s spirit-filled strike involuntarily pressurized Dill.


  It isn’t good. The next moment he thought, his opponent’s sword was right in front of him. Dill has already lost one point, and if he loses another, he will be defeated.


  In the midst of all the cheering, he heard a boy’s voice.


  “Dill! Win!”


  Those were just two short words.


  When he looked in the direction of the voice, he saw an aisle of terraced spectator seats. There, he saw Ain.


  “Y-Your Highness…?”


  Even from a distance, he can see how badly Ain is dressed. His pants are dirty, and his face is covered with dust. His hair was a mess, and he didn’t look like the Crown Prince at all.


  But the fact that he was now here, safe and sound, was more important to Dill than anything else.


  The high-pitched metallic sound of swords colliding with each other.


  “I’m sorry. I’m the one who’s going to win.”


  “…W-what are you… doing… all of a sudden?”


  “I apologize for my disgraceful appearance. So now I’ll show you my real sword.”


  Dill’s sword was nothing short of magnificent. When Ain witnessed it, he was mesmerized by his beautiful sword. Dill’s sword stroked his opponent’s sword, and when the opponent lost his stance, it was very easy to make him fall to his knees.


  ──Waaaaaaa…! After a moment of silence, a tone of praise was showered on Dill.


  “Eh, W… was Dill that strong?”


  “Of course. It seems he has been struggling up to this point, but since he has been entrusted with guarding Ain-sama, even if it is only within the academy, he is at least not the kind of man who would fall behind the other students.”


  “Heh… I see…”


  “But, I wonder if his target of protection is stronger than him… It can’t be helped.”


  Ain-sama is out of the norm. Chris lastly says this and looks at the tattered Ain.


  She took out a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped his face, smiled at Ain, who shook his face ticklishly, and she giggled, said, “Good work,” and narrowed her eyes.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Wolf and all the others involved in the disturbance are in custody. They will eventually be sentenced to the extreme penalty, but that’s another story. For a week after the tournament of the academy district, there was a lot of commotion in the castle.


  Today, when things had finally calmed down, Lloyd and Warren visited Sylvird’s room.


  “So, Lloyd. Who contacted you?”


  “I’ve already shared the information with Warren-dono. It’s a bit of a disappointment because I didn’t expect them to be so easy to get in touch with! Hahahaha!”


  “Yes, such a straightforward performance. It would have been foolish to fall for it.”


  The other day at a meeting in the castle.


  Lloyd, having defended Marquis Magnus, was acting on the spur of the moment. He just acted on the spur of the moment to see if there was anyone who might cooperate with Wolf.


  “I didn’t realize that the two upstart barons were cooperating with Wolf. A lower-class noble would probably be easier to deal with…”


  As Lloyd said, they found two noblemen who took advantage of the favorable story.


  Warren was secretly pleased that it had been cleaned up.


  “The flow of money in the Marquis Magnus family is Wolf’s doing. And it’s his fault that Marquis Magnus and his family were lying in bed. I’m so dumbfounded I can’t even speak.”


  Then Sylvird began to talk about his grandson Ain.


  “But Ain was a brave man. As a grandfather, I was worried about him.”


  Normally, he would have scolded the crown prince for doing such a thing, but this time he could not. In addition to the fact that the security was not good enough to prevent Wolf, there was also a problem with the decision to reassign him.


  He had to admire the result before he could warn Ain of his extravagant behavior.


  “Then, Your Majesty, you may simply tell him that you were worried about him in the near future. But not in your position as king, but only as Ain-sama’s grandfather…”


  “Oh! I think Warren-dono is right!”


  “…You may be right. I can’t reprimand him as a king, but I can at least say that I was worried about him as a grandfather.”


  The other day’s disturbance was really dangerous. It was an unprecedented crisis, nothing short of a coup d’etat.


  “I asked Ain if he would like some kind of reward.”


  The two men listened to Sylvird words with interest.


  “He asked me to let him walk freely around the city, with a guard following him. I laughed and gave my permission.”


  “That’s very modest.”


  “However, it is typical of Ain-sama to say that. …It’s probably the reason why my son Dill’s attitude started to change.”


  “It’s a good thing, isn’t it? Where is Ain-sama, Your Majesty?”


  In the midst of a harmonious atmosphere, Sylvird said in a good mood.


  “Well, I believe that Ain is currently on the beach behind the castle…”


  At the back of the castle, on the beach. It was just yesterday that Ain’s daily life finally began to return.


  Olivia, who heard the story first, hugged Ain tightly and wouldn’t let go even when he tried to go back to his room. Krone was worried that he had taken a risk, but she also hugged him, grateful for his behavior.


  After a few days of restlessness, it was the first time in a long time that he could spend some quality time on the beach.


  “Ara, what is it…?”


  Krone picked up something and showed it to Ain.


  “It’s beautiful, but what is it? It’s not a stone… but…”


  It’s a fragment of something pale and translucent.


  Concerned about it, Krone took it to Olivia, who was nearby.


  “Olivia-sama. What exactly is this?”


  “Yes? What did you find on the ground?”


  Olivia takes the presented fragment.


  “…Where did you find this?”


  “I found it on the sand there…”


  Olivia’s expression turned grim for a moment, but it quickly returned as if it had been an illusion.


  “I believe it’s a scale from a sea monster ─ isn’t that right, Chris?”


  The same gentle smile as usual easily erased any sense of discomfort.


  When Chris approached her and took the fragment, she twitched and raised her eyebrows.


  “Y-yeah… you’re probably right… Lady Krone, may I take it for examination?”


  “Of course. If it’s a monster, it’s dangerous.”


  “Thank you very much. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go…”


  This is a bit of a rambling story from the outside.


  Krone immediately approached the beach where Ain was waiting and started playing with him happily. On the other hand, Chris exchanged glances with Olivia and quietly left the beach, carrying the fragments she had received into the castle.


   


  Chapter 3 – Winter In Ishtalika And Birthdays


  November has passed, and Wolf’s turmoil is already a thing of the past.


  Recently, Ain had gained a friend with whom he talked a lot. He remembers that the first time he spoke to his friend, his friend was on his knees, even though it was in the classroom.


  Remembering this, Ain let out a slight white breath and laughed.


  “Oya, Your Highness. You seem to be in a perfect mood today.”


  The person who said this was a new friend. His name is Leonardo, and he is the eldest son of a high-ranking noble family called the Dukes of Fors.


  He has a stiff impression like Dill, but he’s surprisingly easy to talk to and can tell a good joke, and his hair, which is somewhere between brown and gold, is arranged with care.


  He actually knew Ain even before he entered the school. Last year’s party is still fresh in his mind. There was a nobleman who was angry with Krone, and that nobleman’s child was this Leonardo.


  He had admired Ain. Even though they were the same age, he was instantly captivated by his bravery, dignity, and overwhelming dominance in front of an adult nobleman. He apologized in the classroom and was forgiven, and from then on, he and Ain often spent time together.


  “Well, you know. I just remembered something that made me laugh.”


  The school’s cafeteria is also a great place to relax. It was getting colder on the cafeteria terrace in the academy.


  “Yesterday, Duke Fors was invited by Warren-san to the castle. Did something happen?”


  “Yes, there is a bit of trouble at the August Trading Company, and some of the existing trading companies have been messing with them. These merchants have a lot of say in the matter and are quite large… The Fors family also has a connection with some of the merchant associations, and they want to talk to us.”


  “I see. It’s a bit like gathering information.”


  “That’s right. There are many people who are jealous of the August Trading Company because it is one of the most powerful trading companies right now. It’s my personal imagination, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they become the most powerful trading company in the royal capital within the next few years.”


  The president’s name is Graff August. His original family name was Augusto.


  The distribution skills that he had demonstrated in Heim were also very useful here in Ishtalika. He is such an outstanding talent that Warren highly evaluates him and says, “Graff-dono was born in the wrong country.”


  “I didn’t expect that less than a year after the establishment, the company would create such a stir… but come to think of it, you knew the president of the August Trading Company, didn’t you?”


  “A lot is going on.”


  “…Is it his granddaughter that you are rather close to?”


  Leonardo answered hesitantly because of the way his father had treated Krone last year.


  “I-I don’t know what you mean. But yeah, I do know about Krone…”


  Leonardo then smiled bitterly.


  The Dukes of Fors is a family that has been producing leading figures in the Legal Affairs Bureau for generations. As a result of this, Leonardo has received a high level of education and has been raised to be a strict person.


  However, he is surprisingly easy to get along with once you get to know him.


  “Thanks for waiting! I’ve brought something for everyone, but… Huh? What were you talking about?”


  Roland’s tail wagged from side to side as he walked away.


  “It’s nothing. We were just making small talk.”


  I see, said Roland. Ain and Leonardo laughed when they saw the cheerful Roland. After a quick meal, the three of them headed to class.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Luke, the homeroom teacher of Class 1, the best-performing class in the first year, walked into the classroom. After checking the ten students who had already gathered, he wrote on the blackboard without saying a word.


  (…It’s an unusual homeroom, but I wonder if there’s an announcement today.)


  When he looked to his left, Roland’s eyes widened as well.


  After a while, Luke finished writing and turned to the students.


  “Read it. It’s a school event that you’ll be participating in at the beginning of the year.”


  There were only two large letters on the page.


  ──Field trip.


  It’s an event for younger students, and it made Ain’s face relaxed.


  “You may have misunderstood, but our academy’s field trip is different from those of other academies. You have to gather your own food, and you have to watch out for the threat of monsters.”


  (…Huh?)


  “We also restrict what you can bring in. Such as food and drink, magic tools, and weapons beyond what is necessary… In other words, don’t even think about taking it easy. Do you have any questions?”


  There are only questions. Ain instinctively almost asked in an agitated tone. Many students leaned forward, probably because they thought the same thing.


  “As expected. I’m very proud of you all for being so good.”


  Luke was very much mistaken. The students didn’t understand the details of the field trip; they just hadn’t caught on.


  “For this field trip, the two classes will join together, and there will be thirty of you. You will be divided into teams of four as a rule, but teams of five will be allowed for those who can’t make it. Also, rest assured that there will be only one guard from either the first or second class of the most senior students. And Ain, Dill will be assigned to your team, so be prepared for that.”


  “Oh, yes.”


  It’s only natural that Dill would be guarding Ain.


  When he looked at his side, he saw that Batz was sleeping on the opposite end of the seat. It’s a sleeping face full of happiness as if he doesn’t think he’ll be getting angry in the slightest.


  “Suuuuu… haahhh…”


  “…How hateful.”


  “Did you say something, Ain?”


  “No, it’s nothing…”


  He’d like to clap his hands loudly in front of his sleeping face as if he were about to show off his snot bubble. He wanted to wake him up with a big slap.


  Roland smiled bitterly when he saw Ain’s face.


  “──So, that’s it for today’s homeroom. You can choose to leave for class or do your research as you wish. The details of the field trip will be mailed to each family later.”


  As Luke walked away as coolly as he had arrived, Ain’s cheeks tightened.


   


  A few minutes passed, and the students began to act in their own way.


  “It’s a group of four, and there are three of us. I, Ain, and Leonardo!”


  Roland spoke to Ain. It was an objectionable explanation for a field trip, but he was more than happy to oblige.


  Soon, Leonardo came up to their seats.


  “It sounds like a not bad team. However, if it is alright with you, Your Highness, it will be…”


  “That sounds good to me, too. I mean, I can’t think of anything else.”


  It’s easier to be around people you already know. And he had a feeling that it would be more fun to go on a field trip with them.


  “I don’t know anyone else. Do you two have any idea who the fourth person is?”


  “I’m afraid I don’t either. This is a school with very few people, so… I don’t know what to do. How about you, Your Highness?”


  (Huh? I only have two friends.)


  Feeling saddened, Ain looked out the window.


  No, there was one more person. At the end of his line of vision, he saw a man who was sleeping soundly.


  “I think I know who it is.”


  Ain stood up slowly and walked over to the sleeping man, Batz. The two friends followed him as if they knew what he was talking about.


  “Batz, do you have a minute?”


  “…Hmm? Oh, Ain, huh? What is it?”


  After rubbing his sleepy eyes, Batz straightened his back and let out a muffled sigh.


  “Would you like to be on the same team as me?”


  Ain forgot to say the subject, but Batz immediately understood his intention.


  “Okay. You mean the field trip, right?”


  “Huh? So you knew about it, or were you listening in your sleep?”


  “No, not at all. I knew there was a school event about a field trip.”


  “Oh, so that’s it…”


  So that’s why he was sleeping. It makes sense.


  “Hey, hey, why are you answering carelessly? I’m not an idiot, you know? It’s not like I’m always sleeping like this.”


  Even though he didn’t mean to make fun of him, the previous incident with the Red Bison came back to Ain’s mind.


  “Leonardo. Do you know my ranking when I entered the academy?”


  “…Ah, yeah, I remember. I think you were third overall?”


  The two of them knew each other as noblemen. Rather than a lighthearted exchange, Ain and Roland were surprised by Batz’s rank.


  “I-I was fourth…”


  “That’s okay. Ain is in the first place, Leonardo is in second place. It’s easy to be in a group with the top four rankers, isn’t it?”


  Batz then added, “Roland, you don’t have to worry about me being a nobleman or anything like that.” The two of them seemed to be exchanging words for the first time, but Ain could see the pleasant personality of Batz.


  “Your Highness. Moreover, this man is not enrolled in the martial arts, but in the social sciences and fine arts.”


  “That means he’s really smart. That’s great.”


  “Right? Well, I’m more comfortable wielding a sword, though.”


  Batz said while smiling and crossed his arms behind his neck.


  “Anyway, the guard is the son of the Glacier family, right? He may have been an apprentice as Ain’s bodyguard, but I think it will be an easier field trip than we imagined.”


  The strength is sufficient — sufficient judgment and knowledge of the members of the team.


  The field trip of this academy is different, Luke said.


  (Is it relatively easy, or does it not look like much trouble?)


  Ain felt a sense of comfort from the dependable team. 


   


  

  


   


  As Luke said, in a few days, each family will receive the field trip details. However, since Sylvird is the supreme director of the academy, Ain only needs to hear confirmation from Sylvird.


  It was the day the academy was closed.


  After finishing his daily training, Ain takes a shower and passes Warren in the castle hallway.


  “Why don’t you go outside and relax once in a while?”


  The conversation was rather vague. Warren said, “Good work for the training,” and then he added that.


  “Relaxing? …Hmm, another day at the beach in the back would be a little boring, wouldn’t it?”


  “So why don’t you go outside? As a reward for Wolf’s incident, His Majesty has permitted you to walk outside, right?”


  “Now that you mention it, I’m tempted to go to the castle town…”


  “Well, that’s good. Then why don’t you ask Lady Krone to join you?”


  Warren finally said this and left favorably. It’s a strangely sudden development, but it doesn’t bother Ain; his attention is on the castle town.


  He walked through the castle, humming to himself.


  “…But where’s Krone? Martha-san may know about it.”


  “Yes, I do know it.”


  “──Eh?”


  When did she appear? Ain opened his mouth to be surprised by Martha’s sudden appearance. She came because she heard a voice calling for her, and her expression made Ain flinch.


  “Lady Krone is in Olivia-sama’s room right now.”


  “…Thank you. I’ll go there now.”


  “Yes, I shall take my leave then.”


  She bowed elegantly, but the fact that she was so mysterious was hard to take away from Ain’s eyes. However, Ain went straight to Olivia’s room. Her room is close to where he is now.


  ──Knock, Knock. He knocked lightly with the back of his hand.


  Olivia’s voice was heard from inside, and Ain stepped into the room.


  “Ain-sama──!?”


  There was a sofa in the middle of the room. Chris was also unusually seated on it, and Olivia, Krone, and the three of them were happily sitting around the table.


  Ain asked Olivia if the timing was wrong.


  “Huh? Were you perhaps talking about something?”


  “Welcome, Ain. Yes, actually, Chris is…”


  “W… W-w-we’re not talking about anything! It’s just that… I was thinking of having a cup of tea together sometime!”


  “…Uh, mother?”


  “Fufu ─ that’s what it seems. I’m sorry.”


  It is obvious that they were talking about something. Furthermore, it’s something that they want to hide from Ain.


  (A fellowship of women… Yeah)


  It may be embarrassing, even if it’s with the crown prince. Ain didn’t pursue it in particular and looked at Krone, who was sitting across from Olivia.


  “Hello, Ain.”


  “Yes. I asked Martha-san about you. Was everything alright?”


  “Yes, I’m fine. Warren-sama was here once before too.”


  “Warren-san?”


  Is that why he told Ain to invite Krone?


  “W-well, that’s okay. …Actually, Warren-san suggested I go to the castle town once in a while for a change of pace. Do you want to go with me?”


  “Ara. Is it an invitation for a date?”


  “…You can say that if you want.”


  Ain doesn’t deny it, but he muddies the waters in an embarrassed manner.


  “Geez! I’d be happier if you said it properly…”


  But seeing that Krone’s cheeks softened, Ain realized that it was a good idea to invite her.


  “That’s right. Olivia-sama, would you like to join us, too?”


  “I apologize, but I have some work to do after this… Can you just take Chris with you?”


  It was natural for Chris to accompany them as an escort. But Olivia’s reserved demeanor hinted at other intentions. Krone also looked as if she had guessed something. Chris looked as if she had found hope.


  (…Why?)


  The conversation proceeded despite Ain’s confusion. With Krone and Chris, who immediately prepared to go out, Ain left the castle and headed for the castle town.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The port of the royal capital has a crescent-shaped hollow carved out of it. It had been cleared to create a large, practical port where ships and battleships could dock. The three of them decided to do some shopping on the way to the port before heading back.


  The cold sea breeze blew strongly for a moment.


  “It’s cold…”


  “It’s already December. You should have dressed a little warmer… Aren’t you going to wear a muffler or something?”


  “Oh… I don’t have a muffler. I might want one, though.”


  “Fumufumu… muffler, huh…?”


  Chris took out a piece of paper from her pocket and wrote it down quickly. While wondering what she was doing, Ain looked at the sea.


  “There are a lot of reefs around here.”


  When he looked a little offshore, he saw rocks poking out of the water. This is the reason why the port of the royal capital is inferior to the port city of Magna.


  “The reef over there? That is the remains of the damage caused by a monster soon after the establishment of the royal capital here.”


  “Mo-monster…?”


  How big was the monster attack? If the reef is a trace of damage caused by a monster, it means that there used to be land there.


  Krone, who was also surprised, stood next to Ain and listened.


  “The crescent-shaped hollow that stretches out before us was not there when the country was founded. Originally, the land was even wider, and the port was built in the offshore area where it is now located.”


  “Chris-sama. It sounds like the vast land area was destroyed by a monster.”


  “Yes, just as you said, Lady Krone. A single monster destroyed it.”


  Chris walked slowly along the rocky pier.


  “The huge body is bigger than our battleship, and the destructive power is enough to control the waves and sink the entire land into the sea ─ it is called the king of the sea. The damage was caused by a sea dragon.”


  No way. Ain thought so; it does not mean that the story is not credible.


  The port of the royal capital is not small. It’s just that Magna’s port is way too big. The power that had turned much of the land into ocean debris naturally made Ain swallow his saliva.


  “I hear that in the past, dozens of ships were sunk, and tens of thousands of people were killed. In the long history of Ishtalika, it is the second most damaging to human life after the Demon King.”


  “…Has it already been defeated?”


  When Krone asked with a stiff expression, she received a wry smile from Chris and words that seemed difficult to say.


  “Yes, it has. However, the sea dragon will reappear approximately every hundred to two hundred years. So it wouldn’t be strange if it appeared in the near future.”


  Every time it appears, it has a history of sacrificing many people and somehow being defeated. Whenever it appears again, she said, the only way to defeat it is to be prepared to sacrifice a lot.


  “But, I’m sure the technology in this country is getting better. So there must be a countermeasure…”


  “As Ain-sama said, we are continuing our research into countermeasures against the sea dragon. But…”


  Chris’s ponytail swayed dully…


  “The experts are saying. But even so, it’s hard to imagine how many casualties there will be.”


  That’s why it’s the second most destructive monster after the Demon King.


  “I-I’m sorry… for telling you such a gloomy story while we were out…”


  “It’s not like that. Right, Krone?”


  “Yes. Thank you for telling us something important.”


  The three of them left the seashore in order to regain their composure. But in the corner of Ain’s mind, the fear of the existence of the sea dragon left a deep scar.


   


  The sun was setting much earlier than usual. It was getting darker and darker in the castle town, and the first snow would start to fall soon.


  The three of them walked to an area lined with stores off one of the main streets. Not far from the noble district, there are many stores selling so-called luxury goods, and Majolica’s store is not far away from here.


  “…I’ve bought several outfits, is that okay?”


  As soon as they left one of the clothing stores, Ain twitched his cheek. The three of them were empty-handed, as their purchases would be sent to the castle.


  “It’s okay. Actually, Laralua-sama has asked me to go and find some clothes for you. Ain-sama’s body is getting bigger and bigger, after all…”


  “It looks good on you. Can you try it on next time?”


  “T-thank you… but I think the problem is the price.”


  The amount was one digit different from what Ain had imagined, and when he finished paying the bill, there was one more zero.


  “Um, you know, Ain-sama is the crown prince, so it would be a problem if he wore something too cheap…”


  Krone, on the other hand, did not move an eyebrow. She was born in a great noble family, and she had seen a lot of money being spent, more than Ain.


  “Wasting money is not a good thing. But, if the royal family and the nobles are always reluctant to spend money, there will be no money to go around for the people of the country.”


  When you spend, you spend. Krone convinced him that it was also the responsibility of those who stood above. Chris, standing next to her, seemed to agree with her, and she nodded without saying it out loud.


  “N-now that I’ve done my shopping! Aren’t there any places you two want to go…?”


  Ain understood Krone’s reasoning but felt uncomfortable. They’ve been to a few stores so far, but he changed the subject, probably because he only bought his own stuff.


  “Speaking of which… Chris-sama, should we get going on?”


  Suddenly, Krone said that and looked at Chris. After a puzzled look, she replied, “Yes, I guess so.”


  “Ain. Actually, there’s a store I want to go to. Do you mind if we go?”


  “Sure. Then let’s get going.”


  The two of them walked so close that the backs of their hands were almost brushing against each other. It was somewhat awkward, but Chris, who was watching them, could see that they had made more progress than last year.


  Apparently, Krone was used to walking in this area.


  “Here, here. Come on… follow me.”


  “I… I get it!”


  Ain, who occasionally walked along with Krone’s pull, still looked embarrassed. In her right hand, a star crystal shines brightly again today.


  “What store are you going to?”


  “Hmm… They sell hair clips, rings, and I think they also sell shoes for gentlemen.”


  “It’s not really a general store; it’s more like an accessory store.”


  “Yes, something like that.”


  That sounds like something he could enjoy. After he thought that…


  “When we entered the store, I wanted to look around with Chris-sama. So I might leave Ain alone for a while, is that okay…?”


  (…I see, so that’s it.)


  It would be embarrassing if it weren’t between women. He perceived Krone’s intentions, not inferring evil, but in a purely guilty way.


  “It’s okay. I’ll look around the store too. It’s okay, right, Chris-san?”


  “Y-yes! It won’t be too far, but please don’t go outside, okay?”


  She hadn’t forgotten about the previous incident in the academy district. Although Ain gets it done well, he doesn’t always behave as planned.


  “I know I’ll be hanging out in the store, so please meet me there when you’re done.”


   


  Thus, the three of them went to a cozy building filled with the warmth of wood and orange lights that created a gentle atmosphere. The store’s cozy and quiet atmosphere gave the impression of unadorned dignity.


  “Heh…”


  The store was divided into the first and second floors, and there were no customers except for the three of them. The showcases visible from the entrance were lined with elegantly designed pens and tie pins.


  According to the information, shoes, hats, and other accessories are sold on the second floor.


  “Is that where Krone and Chris-san are going?”


  “Yeah, are you coming too, Ain?”


  “Hmm… It’s fine. I’ll take a look at the first floor, and you can stay with Chris-san.”


  “──Thank you.”


  She seemed to know that he had been paying attention to her. She smiled gently and walked up the stairs with Chris, away from Ain.


  The stairs made of hardwood made a clattering sound.


  “…Let’s take a look around.”


  Walking around the store alone was something Ain had never thought of doing before, and it lifted his spirits. He gazed at the neatly lined showcases, occasionally uttering, “Heh…”


  An elderly gentleman approached Ain, who seemed to be the owner of this store.


  “Hello, customer-san. Can I help you with some──.”


  When he realizes that he is dealing with the crown prince, his expression changes drastically.


  “My, my… I apologize for approaching you in such a rude manner.”


  “U-uhm, no, it’s okay, you don’t have to worry about it. Or rather, how did you know who I was?”


  Although someone in the academy district rarely finds out about Ain, he was surprised that the owner recognized him as the crown prince just at a glance.


  “What are you talking about? Your Highness has already been introduced to the public, hasn’t he? Besides, although our store is a humble one, Her Royal Highness has visited us. She has told me about Your Highness on several occasions.”


  “So grandmother was visiting. No wonder the store has such a nice atmosphere…”


  “I appreciate it.”


  Ain walked through the store with the owner.


  The owner said that he and his wife run the store and that although it is small, it has a long history. In the past, Sylvird had also visited the shop, and he could understand why Krone liked it so much.


  “──However, with all due respect, there is nothing in my store that can compare to that jewel.”


  “That jewel… you mean the Star Crystal?”


  “Yes. There is no information that I know of that the jewel has been sold in the stores in the capital. In other words, I think it was a gift from Your Highness.”


  That was the correct answer. The store owner did not pursue the matter any further when Ain replied with a wry smile. It was a so-called delicate topic, and Ain was grateful for the response.


  “Can you help me find a gift? I was thinking of giving something light to the two people who have been so good to me…”


  “If that’s the case…”


  The owner of the store pondered but quickly opened his mouth.


  “It’s not easy to get precious metals for young ladies. There’s nothing better than that jewel…”


  “In that case, do you have something that can be used during this season?”


  “You are right. But if it is a knight, a simple necklace may be a good idea.”


  Nodding to his advice, Ain searched for a gift within his allowance.


  In the end, he bought a large stole for Krone, and for Chris, he chose a small coin necklace inlaid with jewels. He also selected and purchased some small accessories for Olivia. Each item in this store is stamped or embroidered. It was like proof of quality.


  It was more than ten minutes after they parted. Then he heard footsteps coming from the top of the stairs.


  “Oya. It seems that your companions have returned.”


  Krone and Chris descended the stairs, just as they had done when they went upstairs. The difference was that both of them had small paper bags in their hands.


  (Did they get what they wanted?).


  He thought as he saw them smiling at each other with satisfaction.


  “It seems like the time is up, isn’t it? I would be happy to help you if there is another opportunity.”


  “Yes, thank you very much. Well, if there is a chance, I would appreciate it.”


  After thanking the owner, who bowed, Ain approached the two girls.


  “I’m sorry… I made you wait too long…”


  “Me too. I apologize too…”


  “It’s okay; it’s okay. I was having fun on my own.”


  This was the end of their outing for the day. The three of them went outside and walked through the castle town as the nightfall was falling. When Ain returned to the castle, he enjoyed his dinner in a good mood, saying it was a nice change of pace.


   


  

  


   


  It has been about two weeks since I went to the castle town for a change of scenery. It’s mid-December, and the castle is bustling with activity.


  It is a party. The party that Sylvird puts the most effort into during the year is coming up. As the snow begins to fall outside the window and the night scene is colored magically, a place is set up where only the family, some of the servants, and some of the knights attend.


  ──That’s because the party is…


  “It’s Ain’s eighth birthday, isn’t it? Happy birthday.”


  Olivia said in a cheerful voice from next to Ain, who was sitting in the honorable seat.


  Last winter, there was no event to invite the nobility to celebrate his birthday, but that was because Ain had not yet been introduced, and this year, only his relatives were gathered due to the turmoil caused by Wolf.


  However, the venue was too good to be a home party. It was too glamorous.


  “Ain. Here you go, it’s a gift from me.”


  “Thank you very much. …Um, can I open it?”


  Olivia, sitting next to him, handed him a small box with a ribbon. She smiled and urged Ain to open it quickly.


  “How is it? I hope you like it…”


  What was inside was a pen with the royal crest engraved on it. In addition to being a luxury item, the fact that it has the crest of his own family makes Ain happy.


  “Thank you for this wonderful gift! I will treasure it!”


  “Fufu… that’s great. Happy birthday, Ain.”


  After receiving her hug, Ain gently closed the box and placed it in front of him.


  “Even so, that girl is. She’s a little weak when it comes to this kind of thing…”


  “Mother? Who is the girl you were talking about?”


  “…That cute, clumsy elf that’s always protecting Ain.”


  “Y-yes…? What did Chris-san do?”


  Olivia only smiled as if she was troubled but did not tell the true meaning of her feelings.


  (Well, I don’t think I’ve seen Chris-san once since the party started.)


  Is she busy? It’s not surprising, but there should be no work at a party with only a few people attending. It can’t be helped wondering that he can’t even catch a glimpse of her.


  “I’m sure that girl is trying her best to be brave.”


  “Well… I’m not really sure, but I understand. I’m going to go around and say hello.”


  “Yes. See you later.”


  Ain stood up from his seat and looked around the hall. He has already received gifts from Lloyd, Warren, and others. But he hadn’t yet thanked each of them individually, so he got up to thank them.


  The first people he noticed were Lloyd and Dill.


  “──All right.”


  With a glass in hand, he approached the table where the Glacier’s father and son were sitting.


  “Good evening, Lloyd-san. Thank you for coming today, Dill.”


  “Oh! Ain-sama! No, this is a very special day. Happy birthday once again.”


  “Your Highness. Happy eighth birthday!”


  Unlike Lloyd, who shouted out enthusiastically, Dill is still a quiet man.


  “I’ve given you a gift from the Glacier family, but if there’s anything Your Highness would like, I’ll be happy to find it for you.”


  His tone was firm, but in the past, Dill would not have said this.


  “Ah! Then you can call me by my name…”


  “I will refrain from calling you by your name, Your Highness. If there’s anything else I can do for you──.”


  “…I haven’t been this frustrated in a long time.”


  “Ku… Kukuku… N-no, Ain-sama. I’m really sorry for Dill…”


  He can also understand how Lloyd feels when he lets out a laugh. Ain must have had a very amusing expression on his face.


  “Hah… Your Highness? I don’t know how many times we’ve had this conversation.”


  “W-well, then! I think it’s time for you to let it slide.”


  “No, I can’t. I’m nothing more than a bodyguard.”


  “Lloyd-san and the others call me by my first name, though.”


  “──I am nothing more than an apprentice bodyguard. I am still a student and inexperienced, so my situation is different from that of my father and the others.”


  Oh, if I say that, he says this! Ain inwardly revealed his dissatisfaction but raised his eyebrows at the not entirely unreasonable argument. His ambition to make Dill call him by his first name someday has not yet been crushed.


  “I-I’m going to leave it at that for now. The next time…!”


  “Ain-sama… that’s just an escape line…”


  “It’s a statement of commitment for next time! I promise!”


  After thanking them for the gift and stating his firm intention to make sure Dill calls him by his name, Ain leaves the table.


   


  The next destination is the table where Warren and Krone were enjoying a chat.


  “Oya, Ain-sama.”


  “Hello. Thank you for your gift today as well, Warren-san.”


  “No, not at all. I’m delighted that we are celebrating tonight… I’m sorry that you’ve only just arrived, but I have some business with His Majesty, so I’ll take my leave now.”


  Warren greeted Ain lightly and left. The remaining Ain looked at Krone and laughed at the same time.


  “Fufufu… it looks like he was being considerate to me.”


  “It seems so. I’m sorry about that.”


  “But since Warren-sama left the two of us like this, I’m going to be honest and take advantage of it.”


  She said this and took Ain’s hand. She put her other hand on top of his and placed a small box in his palm.


  “Happy birthday. It’s the first time I’ve given you a gift like this, right?”


  “Oh… thank you! Can I open it?”


  “Sure. Go ahead and open it.”


  Krone’s head tilted up at an angle. She lowered her eyes to the Ain, who was curious about the contents of the gift, and bent her body into a crook as if to look into his face.


  “This is…”


  What was inside was a silver bracelet. It was a thin, simple, elegant gift with a series of tiny chains.


  “Will you use it?”


  “Of course! I’m so happy, thank you!”


  “I’m so glad… After all, I wear the jewelry that Ain gave me, and he doesn’t wear anything that I gave him, that’s why…”


  Krone mutters. In his right hand is a star crystal that reflects the chandelier’s light and shines today. She thinks that Ain will finally wear the gift that she gave to him, and her inner heart boils with joy.


  “But when did you get it for me?”


  Ain said as he tried to put on the bracelet. But he was unaccustomed to it and could not fit it with one hand, clumsily snapping the clasp.


  “Here… give me your hand. I’ll do it for you.”


  “…Sorry.”


  “You don’t have to worry about it. And I bought this the other day when we went to the castle town together. Do you remember the last store we went to? That’s why I was separated from Ain.”


  “I didn’t notice that at all.”


  “Fufu, I guess it was worth hiding to get it. Now, it’s done.”
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  Just like Krone, Ein’s right hand was also colored. The two of them naturally showed each other their right hands, and their cheeks loosened up.


   


  “Look at them. They’re in a really good mood, right, Your Majesty?”


  As Warren walked toward Sylvird, he spotted him at a distance from their seats. His cheeks were slightly red, probably because he had been drinking more than usual. He was smiling broadly and in a good mood as he talked with Warren, causing Laralua, who was standing close by, to laugh half-heartedly.


  “Hahahahaha! Good, I feel so great now!”


  Their softness towards Ain was evident in their dialogue.


   


  “Wow, he looks amazing.”


  “Or you should have said that that’s an amazing smile…”


  “If I do that, he doesn’t look like a king… No, isn’t it strange that he can look like that and still have dignity?”


  “He’s the king of a country like Ishtalika, so I don’t think it’s strange. But today, I feel he’s more like a grandfather than a king…”


  “Perhaps you’re right. Well, he’s a wonderful grandfather.”


  The two of them lightly tapped the glasses in each other’s hands. Although it was fruit water, it was very picturesque, especially when served by a young lady like Krone.


  “Have you met Chris-sama?”


  “No, I rather haven’t seen her since the party started; what about her?”


  “…As a woman, I find Chris-sama’s behavior to be very cute.”


  “Hmm?”


  Aside from Ain, who was confused by the flow of the conversation, Krone didn’t say any more words.


  It’s nothing, she said. And then she put her glass on the table.


  “Maybe Chris-sama is looking for an opportunity with Ain?”


  “Eeh… What’s that? Am I going to get assaulted?”


  “No, it’s not. She’s just looking for an opportunity.”


  Ain has no idea what that means. He just tilted his head.


  “Maybe you should go to the balcony to try it out. If you wait for a little while, Chris-sama might come.”


  “What’s that? Is that a prediction… or an intuition?”


  “Don’t worry. My intuition often comes true in these situations.”


  The strong confidence in her attitude made Ain feel that she deserved to be believed somehow. That’s how persuasive Krone was.


  “Then I guess I’ll try it…”


  “You should try it. I’m sure Chris-sama will be there.”


  Ain parted from Krone and went to the balcony as she had said. It was still cold and snowy outside, and he didn’t think he could stay there very long.


  “…I have no idea.”


  If he came out there, Chris might come. Even after contemplating, it was still puzzling.


  But…


  “H-huh? What a coincidence, Ain-sama!”


  Chris really came. She walked nervously, her hands unnaturally hidden behind her back.


  “…She really came.”


  Ain was surprised by Krone, who had made the right guess, and his eyes lit up when he saw Chris, who looked as if she had been dragged out.


  “Chris-san, I haven’t seen you around today. Where have you been?”


  “M-me…? I was, um… that’s right! I had to help Martha-san with some errands…”


  “No, you don’t, do you? Martha-san also participated in today’s event without having to work.”


  “…Eh, is that so?”


  “You’re lying. I now realize that Chris-san was also a liar… Ugh… it’s cold…”


  Chris’s eyes darkened as she was easily caught up, but her face also brightened as if she had gained a ray of hope. When she heard Ain’s voice saying it was cold, she quickly approached him.


  “It’s cold when you go outside dressed like that…! Actually, I just happened to have this in my possession… if it’s okay with you…”


  Fuwah, Ain’s neck is wrapped in something soft. The mysteriously warm cloth warmed Ain from the neck.


  “Huh? A muffler…?”


  “Y-yes! It’s really a coincidence that I just happened to have this with me!”


  “Heh… I see… huh?”


  When Ain looked at the edge of the muffler, it had the embroidery that he had just seen the other day. It was proof that it was from the last store they visited in the castle town.


  (Could it be Chris-san…)


  Was this the reason why she had been acting a little suspicious that day? Also, the reason why he couldn’t see her today and come here was probably because she was not used to giving gifts and felt embarrassed.


  Ain realized the meaning of what Krone had said.


  “I said on the port that I wanted a muffler, didn’t I?”


  “Eh? W-w-w-w-w… what are you talking about?”


  “…Then, I’ll return the gift that Chris-san gave me for my birthday. Thank you for everything.”


  He took out a small box from his pocket, just as small as the one he had received from Krone.


  “Actually, I bought it at the same store. I bought something else for mother and Krone, but I’ll give it to Chris-san first…”


  She looked reluctant, but Ain forced her to hold it and told her to open it.


  “It’s beautiful… but, I-I can’t accept this!”


  “I always indebted to you, and this is my way of thanking you. And also, it would be rude not to accept something that the crown prince has given you.”


  Ain grinned like a naughty child, which of course, was not his intention. It was a way to convince Chris, who tended to be reserved.


  “It’s… it’s not fair! If you say something like that, I’ll…”


  “Chris-san, this muffler is so warm. Was there something like this on the second floor of that store?”


  “Eh? Y-yes. There were a few similar ones ─ Hah!”


  “You don’t have to act like you’ve dug a grave; I already know everything. It’s fine. The next time I go to school, I’m going to start wearing this muffler.”


  The flow of the conversation was already in Ain’s hands. Chris was also panicked that she had been found out, but in fact, she was so happy that Ain liked it that she felt like jumping up and down.


  “Mmm…”


  She wanted to say something, but her cheeks almost slackened, and she held her tongue.


  “You know, I don’t think there’s anything to be embarrassed about…”


  “Of course there is! I was a lonely woman who had never given a gift before, and I was always so nervous just knowing when to give it!”


  “Even if you’re so determined…”


  “That’s fine! I’ll use the necklace that Ain-sama gave me too!”


  “Oh, please do so by all means. I’ll be happy if you use it.”


  Chris was completely drained of the poison. When Ain smiled innocently at her, she revealed her innermost thoughts and regained her composure.


   


  “──C-cough. Now, let’s talk again, Ain-sama.”


  Her face naturally regained its dignity.


  “Happy birthday to you.”


  “Yes, thank you. And also, the color of your cheeks has not yet subsided.”


  “──Please let it slide even if you know it!”


  Today was his birthday. And Ain learned about a new side of Chris. Chris also found out that Ain was still as kind as ever, but he also had a surprisingly mean side.


   


  


  Chapter 4 – Royal Kingsland Academy Field Trip


  In the dark, damp forest. As he stomped on the muddy ground, Ain thought back to the events of this morning.


  (…After gathering at the school. We took the water train back to the White Rose, and then we went straight to the harbor and got on a ship… and now we’re here.)


  Can this be called a field trip? He gave a wry smile.


  “Fuwah… sleepy… Hey, Roland. How long was it from the cape to our destination?”


  “It’s a long way, you know. It would take us three days, so to be honest, I don’t even want to think about the distance.”


  “Then let’s stop here. It’s a hell of a field trip, though, isn’t it?”


  While listening to the conversation between Batz and Roland, Ain also nodded deeply in agreement.


  When considering the fact that they were brought to an island in the ocean near the continent Ishtar, they were dropped off at a cape and were told to explore the opposite cape in three days. On this island, where monsters naturally appear, they have to secure their own food and drink.


  Batz then says something distracting.


  “Hey… Ain.”


  “Hmm, Yes, yes?”


  “It’s so dark in here. Isn’t something about to come out?”


  “Not that something’s about to come out, but that something is definitely coming out.”


  The sound of animal cries echoed in the air, and the light eerily shone in the dim forest.


  “Batz, as Your Highness said… it’s not going to come out, but it will come out.”


  “Well, that’s true, isn’t it? We have already defeated slimes and such before.”


  “Right, right. Well, Leonardo and I are only protecting the rear…”


  There are only certain monsters that the students can defeat in the area.


  The students couldn’t be sent to an area where dangerous monsters appeared, and it’s the same with the crown prince Ain.


  “However, the two of you must not forget to be careful. Understood?”


  And it was Dill who brought the last reminder. He was here because that was the rule for this field trip.


  The only senior student in the group was there as a guard in case of emergencies. The only reason he was here was because of Ain.


  “I’ll try not to be a hindrance… I can’t fight, after all.”


  “You fool, you don’t have to worry about it, Roland. It’s not going to be that dangerous on this island.”


  Roland felt relieved by Batz’s attitude. As he said, if it were against the monsters in this vicinity, there would be no need to fall behind.


  As the sky is getting a little darker, Leonardo makes a suggestion.


  “We should prepare something that can be burned soon. I want to start preparing for the camp, too.”


  “Yes. We can use the rabbits we hunted along the way for food, and then we need to find some drinking water…”


  “As long as the water is not too dirty, it should be fine. I can just use the magic tools I made to clean it up.”


  Saying that, Roland’s ears swung from side to side. But then Dill interrupted him.


  “Roland, you’re not supposed to bring in magic tools.”


  It is forbidden because it would be easier to bring it in, especially since the nobles would have an advantage.


  “Don’t worry, Dill-senpai. I just make it with the magic stones of the monsters we have hunted up to this point, and it’s as simple as a small water purification function.”


  “I-I see… that’s fine then.”


  The man called Roland has a high level of technical skills, as his words do not sound like those of a student.


  “Your Highness, I’ll use my skills to prepare a little barrier. It should be able to protect us from the monsters here.”


  While Leonardo was more of a social sciences person, he possessed the rare skill of creating barriers. It’s not sophisticated, but it must be a reassuring skill just now.


   


  ──Ain and Batz will be the two vanguards.


  The remaining two excel at one skill as the rear guard and as supporting roles. The four of them have been going through the forest in that formation so far. A few hours after the field trip began, the four of them arrived at a flat area and began to prepare for the camp.


  “Hey, look at this. Look what I found.”


  Batz said in a good mood, and everyone looked at his hand.


  “What’s that? The color is weird.”


  Ain’s cheek twitched at first sight of what looked like fruit.


  “It may not look like much, but it’s a fruit, Your Highness. The taste is not to be underestimated. But Batz… That fruit is poisonous, and there are similar imitations. Do you know what that is? As for me, I don’t know.”


  “I don’t know. I brought it to Leonardo to see if he could figure it out…”


  The guess was off. Batz gave a sideways glance, and Ain asked Dill.


  “Hmm… do you know Dill?”


  “Yes, I know of it. But I can’t advise you on that because of the rules.”


  Ain laughed for a moment when he saw that Dill’s attitude had really changed from before, as he answered apologetically. He wondered what he should do. If it is poisonous, that’s a problem… Then Ain gets an idea.


  “Batz. Give me that.”


  “A-ah. It’s okay, but… Be careful.”


  “I know… Hmm, this is surprisingly soft.”


  The size of the fruit is about the size of a baby’s head. When he smelled it, it smelled surprisingly sweet and sour, which attracted his interest. However, the purple, poisonous color took away his appetite.


  (…Should I have just done this from the beginning?)


  He tried to activate the absorption and toxin decomposition without being noticed by the three of his friends. But since there didn’t seem to be any change, Ain decided that it would be safe to eat.


  “It’s okay; these aren’t poisonous.”


  “Huh? Did you know how to tell the difference, Ain?”


  “It’s just a coincidence. I read a lot of books.”


  “Anyway, it’s a good thing, isn’t it, Leonardo? One more thing for dinner, eh?”


  “…Since Your Highness recognized it, I suppose.”


  They sat down on a log as a chair and finally began to catch their breath.


  In the forest, it’s not long before the darkness sets in, and it becomes difficult to see what’s going on in the surrounding area. It would have been better if they had packed up the camp a little earlier.


  Ain set this as a task for tomorrow.


  “As long as we stay like this, it’s a bit like traveling.”


  “Yeah. I agree with Batz.”


  A cool breeze blew through the forest, and the sound of the swaying trees echoed through the air. The flames of the bonfire swayed in the breeze, creating a unique atmosphere. The aroma of rabbit meat roasting beside them whetted their appetites.


  Sitting on the logs around the bonfire, they felt a sense of calmness. They all rubbed their tired legs.


  “So, Leonardo. Is it true that your fiancée has been decided?”


  “What is it that so suddenly… don’t say something strange!”


  “What’s that! I’ve never heard that before!”


  “Hey, even Roland!”


  Engagement is not as early as one might think at this age, especially if you are the heir to a large noble family. Although it’s unknown where he got it from, Batz’s statement drew attention.


  “Wait a minute, Leonardo. I didn’t hear it either…”


  “Y-Your Highness? Please don’t look so sad!”


  “Oh, no. Leonardo made Ain cry.”


  “I thought we were friends. It’s terrible…”


  “…Ugh! Ah, geez! I get it! I get it already! …Your Highness, I will tell you! Please listen carefully!”


  “──Yes. What is it? What kind of person is she?”


  Ain turned his head towards Leonardo with a nonchalant look on his face.


  “S… Should I?”


  The three of them laughed at each other, and their laughter echoed in the forest. While it was getting lively, Roland took some of the cooked meat.


  “Then let’s listen to Leonardo’s story while we eat.”


  “Oh, that’s very thoughtful of you!”


  “Yeah… I’ll have some.”


  In contrast to the two of them, Leonardo’s expression is one of exhaustion.


  “Dill-senpai. Let’s eat together.”


  Roland also offered the meat to Dill.


  “Hmm? I’ve got portable food, so don’t worry about it.”


  Everyone but Ain knew that Dill was a stiff man. But his tone of voice was surprisingly soft, so he didn’t seem as nervous as he might have been.


  “We can’t afford to have any leftover, and we can’t afford to turn it into dried meat. So it would be great if Dill could eat some too.”


  “…I understand. If Your Highness insists, I’ll be happy to take your offer.”


  When he agreed, he also approached and sat down. Then he took something out of his pocket.


  “If you’d like, I can give you one of my own.”


  He held out a bag of tea leaves. Leonardo frowned for a moment when he saw it.


  “W-wouldn’t this go against the rules…?”


  “Yeah, it’s just like you said, Leonardo-kun, but this is an annual event. I’ve heard from my classmates that other teams have brought in their own. Besides, the academy tolerates this much.”


  It was a warm-hearted gesture from the Royal Kingsland Academy, which had few events.


  When Leonardo was convinced, Dill made a pot of water for the dishes that Ain and the others had brought.


  “H-hey, hey. Does that mean we are the only ones who have been foolishly honest about keeping the rules…?”


  “Ahaha… maybe. But it’s nothing to be ashamed of… Yeah.”


  “Roland is right. But… well, it wouldn’t hurt to have some fun at least once in a while. I’ll take your word for it.”


  The meal was made even better by the unexpected gift of tea. A little mischief is a privilege for students. The first day of the field trip ended on a happy note as they enjoyed their meal and talked about Leonardo.


   


  

  


   


  The following day, the action started early. But the visibility was so bad that Ain muttered to himself.


  “Hmm… the fog is awful today.”


  “It’s a forest in the middle of an island… You two, stay close to Ain and me.”


  “I know. I’m sorry for being so slow and causing so much trouble.”


  “Yeah, yeah. You should have worked out a little bit, too…”


  Roland’s ears flattened as he listened to Leonardo’s mockery.


  On the second day today, the sky is harder to see than yesterday, and the trees are thicker. Maybe that’s why the roads are so bad and the visibility so poor.


  “Batz. Do you see any signs?”


  “Ah… I understand what Ain is saying, but it’s hard to see when the fog is this bad. The only thing I can do is to keep the direction straight.”


  “Hey, hey, I was just thinking, how about we stay here and wait for the fog to thin out?”


  “If we could do that, we’d have no trouble, but… the fog doesn’t seem to be clearing. Geez, I guess we had to take a more troublesome route than the rest of the team, huh?”


  For this field trip, there were seven teams, including the one to which Ain belonged. But they were all placed on different islands so that they would not meet. It was a poor choice, Ain thought with a secret smile.


  “We’ll just have to keep going. Don’t ever split up!”


  Batz, who was walking in the lead, shouted loudly. After him, Ain is walking, and Leonardo and Roland are behind him, shoulder to shoulder.


  “Hey, Roland. Can you make magic tools that can remove the fog?”


  “…You see, what do you think of me, Ain-kun…? A magic tool that can even tamper with the weather is just…”


  “That’s right. That’s it…”


  “I can make that. But I don’t think I can do it with what I have now.”


  (He can make it…? This guy is amazing.)


  Ain was surprised inwardly.


  “It’s not that difficult to make; I’ve made one before; I’ll show you next time.”


  Roland was truly a genius. The way he said that he would make it if he had the materials was glorious.


  “Dill, Roland is really… huh? Dill?”


  Ain suddenly stopped when he could not hear Dill’s voice, who was supposedly walking behind them.


  “Hey! What’s wrong, Ain?”


  “Hold on a second… Dill! Answer me!”


  Noticing that there was no answer from Dill, Ain shouted and called out for Dill. But still, his familiar voice does not come back to him.


  “──Hey, Ain! Stop!”


  “What’s the matter? Why? Dill’s not here!”


  “…It’s okay; just lower your voice, or they will notice… No, it’s too late now. It is a monster! You two stay close to Ain and me!”


  “E-eh? What?”


  “Roland, calm down… Just get over here!”


  Pulled by Leonardo, Roland was sandwiched between Ain and Batz. And soon after that, the sound of something rubbing against the ground began to echo around the area, and Batz’s face turned pale.


  “Hey, hey… I didn’t hear that it would appear here…! Hey, Ain!”


  “Yes, yes!”


  “A raven butterfly! It paralyzes people and lays eggs on them! It’s not an easy monster to come across in these forests! Be careful!”


  Ain tightened up after being told that. Although he was worried about getting separated from Dill, they are about to be attacked now. He quickly pulled out his black dagger and listened carefully to the sounds around him.


  “W-wawawa! What was that?”


  Batz stood in front to protect the frightened Roland.


  “If it’s a big, black butterfly, it’s the enemy! Tell me when you see one approaching!”


  “Tell you what? …Hey, Batz! I suggest we run!”


  “That would be great! But, you know, raven butterflies come in packs, so this place is probably…”


  Ain also had a bad premonition. That premonition was immediately confirmed when several black shadows the size of adults appeared in the fog.


  “Batz! Hey Batz! There are so many of them…! It’s not just ten of them; it’s more than that!”


  “There are so many of them… Hey, hey, it’s ridiculous…!”


  Batz also confirmed the shadow of a herd of several dozen, and his face paled even more.


  “I don’t know much about monsters, but how strong are these ones…?”


  “Oh, right! They’re weaker than the Red Bison! But look at the numbers!”


  Ain and Batz exchanged glances and gave up on the idea of fighting here. Even Ain couldn’t show off the power of his illusory hand.


  The four of them started running together. On the way, they cut off the wings of several raven butterflies and made them fall, and then they ran through the fog in a desperate attempt to escape death.


  ──They ran like hell through the fog. They kept running for at least several dozen minutes. When they reached the limit of their strength, they finally arrived at a small hole in the ground.


  The four of them finally took a breather there, and Batz grabbed Ain by the chest in a raspy voice.


  “Ain, you…! It was a suicidal act to shout so loudly in such a place!”


  “…I know. I’m sorry I got so emotional and raised my voice…”


  “Hey, Batz. You don’t have to say that to His Highness…!”


  “No, Leonardo. It was my mistake. But where is Dill…?”


  He was so worried about him getting separated.


  He knew that Dill is stronger than most knights. But even so, when being attacked by a herd of dozens like the one he just saw, there must be a contingency he doesn’t want to think about.


  Batz said next to Ain, who was thinking about it.


  “Well, it’s okay… Anyway, I think this situation is weird.”


  The other three nodded back. Batz takes a moment to catch his breath and begins to speak, the calm he has gained after his desperate escape.


  “It’s not the kind of monster that appears in places like this. They’re from remote areas where there are many cunning demons, like Black Fawn and the others. There’s no way they’d appear on a small island like this.”


  “…It’s an anomaly, I see.”


  “Yeah. As Ain said, it’s an anomaly. So I’ve been thinking. The first one is, we should wait for rescue. It’s a crazy situation; maybe someone will come. The other is to force our way through and push on to our original destination.”


  However, both paths were still tough, and they couldn’t decide immediately what to do. Roland, whose body was trembling timidly, was worried about Dill, who had become separated from him.


  “I’m worried about Dill-senpai…”


  “Your Highness, is it possible that Christina-sama and the others are secretly escorting you?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve heard that Chris-san is away from the capital on business with my mother.”


  If that’s the case, they can’t be relied on. Batz had no choice but to decide on a plan as their representative.


  “If that’s the case, we’ll just have to keep going… There is no guarantee that we will be able to survive, so it would be foolish to do nothing.”


  “I agree with Batz. Even if we keep silent, the danger will only come at us.”


  “If Your Highness agrees, then I have no objection…”


  “Same here. I can’t fight, so I’ll leave it to you. I want you to leave the support to me!”


  “But I still want to find Dill.”


  “Hey, Ain, you…”


  “S-sorry! He’s been guarding me for a long time… I will refrain from putting everyone in danger, so please forget it.”


  Thus, the four of them, separated from Dill, cautiously left the cave. They made sure that the raven butterfly was not around and stepped in the direction of their destination to hide.


   


  

  


   


  Even after several hours, a thick fog still enveloped them and blocked their way. From the sun’s direction, they were able to determine their approximate direction and knew not to turn back, but their mental fatigue was mounting.


  On the way ─ KikiKikiKiki! They stopped several times because they heard the sound of the raven butterfly over and over again. The raven butterflies were probably also looking for their prey, which included Ain and the others.


   


  They eventually found a small, narrow river and decided to take a break and drink some water. Roland and Leonardo’s fatigue seemed to have reached its limit, and they sat down on the ground and collapsed.


  “Oh, come on, Leonardo. You don’t have to put up the barrier.”


  “Mmm, why not?”


  “I’ve heard from my father that it’s not uncommon for monsters to notice the barriers and attack you when they’re lifted. In addition, you should save it for emergencies.”


  Some cunning monsters can detect the existence of barriers and attack as soon as they are lifted. The raven butterfly is one of those cunning monsters, and that’s why Batz was not happy with the barriers.


  “You’re really… the result of your father’s, Baron Krim’s, education.”


  “My father is constantly fighting monsters in dangerous places, so he’s taught me a lot.”


  After that, they took a short break and listened to Batz.


  The raven butterfly’s weakness is fire. The second is sunlight. If they are in the mist, they are perfectly fine, but if they are exposed to direct sunlight, their bodies will collapse.


  However, the current situation is that they are in a deep fog. No one can use fire magic, so there is no weak point.


  “How can we rest tonight? I think Leonardo and Roland will reach their limits if they don’t rest.”


  “We’ll have to take turns staying awake. We’ll leave just before the sun comes up. I want to make it through the fog while the sun is still up.”


   


  Eventually, the four of them arrived at a slightly open area in front of a small cave. There was a reason why Batz, who was walking in the lead, did not enter it.


  “Oops, Ain. Don’t go into that cave, okay?”


  “Eh? Why? Is it better to go into the cave… since there’s a danger of monsters, right?”


  “Look at the gravel at the entrance. It’s purple and almost melted, right?”


  “…Indeed.”


  “It’s a cave that produces miasma. Old magic and monster corpses are mixed in, and it’s a messy environment. It is poisonous to both monsters and people who do not live in that cave. Even if you don’t breathe it, it’s bad just by touching your skin. However, there is no need to worry about the entrance.”


  “…I see. I’ll be careful.”


  It’s not uncommon for the cave itself to emit a poisonous substance. Ain looked inside the miasma cave with great interest.


  “Are there any monsters in there?”


  “Of course there are. But I don’t think it’s a big deal here. There are probably some big insects in there. By the way, the miasma affects the raven butterfly. I don’t think they can handle the miasma, though.”


  “Hmm… miasma.”


  “Wait a minute! Stop talking nonsense, both of you… Come on, help us with the preparation…”


  “Oh, sorry. I’ll help you.”


  “Yeah, okay.”


  Leonardo thought that the matter of the miasma cave seemed to have been brushed aside lightly and hurriedly approached him.


  “Batz! Are you sure it’s safe to be here?”


  “It’s not a problem. The entrance is still okay, but no matter what happens, don’t go inside.”


  “O-oh… I understand…”


  Leonardo was convinced, and everyone began to prepare for the encampment. Leonardo had to put up a barrier around the sleeping area because of the danger involved.


  However, the only food they had was fruit they had picked up along the way, which was not enough.


  “…I guess it’s better to have something to eat, but it doesn’t give you much strength, does it?”


  “Yeah, I can’t really fill my stomach with it, to be honest. But as Ain says, it’s better than nothing.”


  “Well, well, well! It’s fresh and… doesn’t taste that bad in my opinion.”


   


  ──When the camping preparations are complete, Ain sat down on the ground and pondered.


  (I still can’t shake the feeling of discomfort… Why is that?)


  There were several suspicious points. It’s not only the fact that they’re separated from Dill, but also the presence of a cunning monster called the Raven Butterfly.


  (I know, there is no way they would send the crown prince to such a dangerous place, and at least if I am coming, they must have done a thorough investigation beforehand. In addition, I don’t think Dill is the kind of man who can be easily distracted.)


  ──And above all.


  (Warren-san was also present; he would never think of a sloppy plan. If that’s the case, what’s wrong is…)


  Suddenly, Ain realized that the assumptions were wrong. The discomfort he was feeling in the first place might itself be a mistake.


  (I don’t know what’s going on here…)


  He looked behind the trees in his surroundings. Naturally, there was no one in sight, but he had a feeling there was.


  That’s just foolish. Ain shakes his head and regains his composure.


   


  ──After having an unsatisfactory dinner.


  Ain, who had been idle for some time, talked with Batz.


  “Do you know about the big monster… I mean the sea dragon?”


  Ain also remembered the words.


  “It’s said to be a dragon bigger than a battleship that comes out after a period of a hundred or two hundred years.”


  “Yeah, Chris-san told me about it. How are we supposed to defeat it?”


  “Well, you know, we’ll just have to work together.”


  Batz said it as if it were someone else’s problem, but Ain could only think of a similar solution.


  How would he fight it? There are many ways to do it, but there is no way it can be fought with a sword.


  “It would take more than a hundred years for it to grow to its full size. And then it would rampage through the waters around Ishtar, destroying port cities and ships. I’ve heard from my father that countless knights have sacrificed their lives to defeat it in the past.”


  “──It would be nice if it didn’t come out, though, wouldn’t it?”


  “Of course. Maybe you can talk to the sea dragon with the royal family’s absolute command.”


  “Eh, what do you mean, “absolute command”?”


  “I don’t know much about it. However, there are certain commands that the royal family can only use… and if you don’t know about them, what are you going to do about it?”


  Then, Ain replied with a wry smile.


  (But… I’ve heard of sea dragon before from grandfather.)


  Sylvird also mentioned that there is a powerful monster called the sea dragon. Ain reconfirmed that the monster was so dangerous that even the king considered it dangerous.


  “I have to go to pee for a moment. In the shade over there.”


  “Oh, go ahead.”


  There was a swarm of raven butterflies in before the sea dragon, but what to do now? Ain thought. Then he went to the shade of the miasma cave, did his business lightly, and then started to return with a tired look on his face. However, on the way, he stopped at the entrance to the miasma cave. He unintentionally stretched out his arm toward the entrance.


  (Hmm… It’s just like poison.)


  The toxin decomposition works secretly, and the purple air that was leaking slightly loses its color quickly.


  He made a bitter smile at the power of convenience as usual.


  “Hey, Ain! What are you doing?”


  Batz, who noticed the appearance of Ain, raised his voice.


  “I just nearly fell down, that’s all! I’ll be right there!”


  However, the presence of the miasma cave reminded him of what Batz had said before the break. In addition, it reminds him of the magic tool that Roland made that can store water.


  “…Huh? It’s a quick thought, but it works.”


  It was a spur-of-the-moment idea, but it seemed like a good one. Eventually, he returned and called out to Roland.


  “Do you have a minute?”


  “Hmm? What’s up?”


  “Roland made a magic tool for storing water; can it also be used to store other things?”


  “…Well, you can do a lot of things with it. But why?”


  “There’s something I’d like it to hold, you know…”


  It was good to have him with us. Ain thought. Ain thanked him from the bottom of his heart and borrowed his skills.


   


  But after they had fallen asleep, something happened that Batz had feared.


  A few raven butterflies were watching them from outside the barrier. But they weren’t a good match for the open space. The fog was thin here. Knowing this, the raven butterflies disappeared into the dark night forest, hoping that their prey would leave the barrier and go to a better hunting ground.


   


  


  

  


   


  The next morning. Perhaps it was because the morning sun was strong at that time, but there was no sign of the raven butterfly.


  “Hey, Ain-kun. What do you use that magic tool I gave you last night for?”


  “It’s a secret. I’ll tell you when the time comes to use it.”


  “…I have a bad feeling about this.”


  Roland let out an exasperated voice.


  “All right, boys! Let’s just get to our destination and get out of this stupid situation!”


  “Hey, why are you in charge? Good grief… even though His highness is here.”


  “I don’t mind. Batz has helped us a lot already.”


  “Oh? You know what you are doing, right, Ain! Well, let’s work hard today!”


  With Batz in the lead, the four of them proceeded to walk in the same formation as yesterday.


  Let’s do our best; we have to go home and find Dill as soon as possible, said Ain inwardly. Ain was so focused on this, but the words that Batz said, “This stupid situation,” kept popping into his mind.


  (…This stupid situation. That’s true, and… there’s no way Warren-san didn’t think of the dangers.)


  It’s no exaggeration to say that he is the most intelligent person in Ishtalika; he should be able to anticipate the unexpected. If there were a shadow of a raven butterfly, for example, he would undoubtedly have heard about it, and this field trip would have been canceled, or another location would have been chosen.


  Ain muttered, “Hmm,” with a sigh, at the current situation where something does not fit together. He can’t get rid of the uncomfortable feeling that’s burned into his brain.


  “Hey, Ain! What are you doing standing there?”


  “O-oh… sorry, sorry, I’m coming.”


  ──This third day is supposed to be the last day of the field trip. But Ain could not immerse himself in such a mood and left with a lump in his heart.


   


  ──Today’s journey was much smoother than the previous ones. The four of them found hope in their hearts, wondering if they were closer to their destination than they thought since the last part of this field trip would be flat.


  “…Geez. I don’t ever want to go on a field trip like this again.”


  “Batz was right. As for me, I hope I never have to do it again.”


  “That’s true… But I thought I’d work out a little when I got home.”


  The reason the atmosphere was a little more relaxed was because they hadn’t heard the raven butterflies yet today. Although this made Ain somewhat suspicious, he felt fortunate that they had not encountered it and continued to walk.


  But that was only for a short time.


  “…Batz.”


  Ain sensed a presence approaching.


  “Oh. The fog was a little thicker than before. I guess we were targeted, see there.”


  He tried to go back, but the fog was too deep. With no choice but to move on, Ain closed his eyes and used his senses. In particular, he used his ability to search for signs of magic stones and began to pay attention to how many raven butterflies were coming in.


  “H-huh…?”


  He sensed the presence of another magic stone mixed in with the presence of the raven butterflies.


  (Heh… so that’s what it is.)


  There were no shadows or figures, but Ain gave a small chuckle.


  The presence of another being, different from the raven butterfly, belonged to a person he knew well when he probed carefully. For the first time in days, he laughed from the bottom of his heart.


  “Roland, Leonardo! Follow Ain and me!”


  They start to hear the sound of ─ KikiKiki ─ from afar. It’s the sound of the raven butterflies about to pounce on their prey.


  Run, run, run! The four of them ran, following Batz’s voice. The direction they were headed was in the direction they thought their destination would be, and they needed to get to a place where they could at least fight.


  However, there was no sign of such a place in sight…


  “Leonardo!”


  “…What is it? Your Highness!”


  “Can your barrier prevent poison, too?”


  “P-poison? I believe it can prevent it for a dozen minutes or so! But why…?”


  “That’s a relief to hear! Hurry up!”


  Leonardo couldn’t understand why he was asked about the poison, but he didn’t have time to think about it. Leonardo and Roland followed Ain and Batz in the direction they were running in a desperate attempt to escape.


  In the end, they were unable to escape from the raven butterfly, and it was several minutes later when they arrived at a place that Batz had chosen as an easy place to fight.


  As soon as they arrived, Ain said to Leonardo in a loud voice.


  “Leonardo! Hurry up and… use your barrier, please!”


  “Wait, Ain! Even if we put up barriers here, we will only be attacked again once the barriers are lifted!”


  Batz disagreed with Ain, saying that it was a foolish way to buy time.


  “I know what you’re saying, Batz! But I’m counting on you, Leonardo!”


  “…Very well!”


  Leonardo then sat down and began to prepare to spread the barrier. From afar, numerous raven butterflies were flying. With Roland and Leonardo behind them, Ain and Batz prepared to intercept the raven butterflies.


  “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but… Leonardo, hurry up! It won’t be long before we can protect you!”


  “Yeah, I know!”


  Eventually, several raven butterflies fly in front of Ain and Batz. If there are only a few of them, they can manage it. Ain stabbed them while Batz was cutting at them.


  However, a large swarm of raven butterflies rushed in immediately, and Batz was attacked in the gap.


  “Guh… D-damn it…!”


  “Batz? That’s──!”


  Batz who’s body began to go numb, collapsed helplessly. Ain defeated a raven butterfly with his sword, but a moment later, it seemed that he was in a desperate situation.


  “I’m sorry! For taking so long…!”


  The area was surrounded by white light, and Leonardo’s barrier was activated.


  The barrier spreads around them, forcing the swarm of raven butterflies out of the way and giving them a chance to survive the desperate situation that threatened their total destruction.


  “Batz! Are you okay?”


  “…My body is tingling… but I’m fine. Good grief… I’m a man, but I almost had to have an egg laid on me.”


  “…But, Ain-kun. Do you have any idea what you’re doing when you suddenly ask Leonardo to extend the barrier?”


  “I do. But, the chance is fifty-fifty.”


  But if it doesn’t work, then…


  (I think I’ll have to ask for help from that person… who has blended in with the rest of the crowd by eliminating any presence.)


  As Ain muttering inwardly, he also sat down on the ground.


  “Your Highness. I was confused by the sudden request for the barrier… but what on earth are you planning to do?”


  “I’ll give you a good explanation, but I need to take a break first. I’m really tired…”


  Ain had an idea. This is a move that could hopefully wipe out the swarm of raven butterflies.


  “You should drink some water! Thank goodness I brought plenty yesterday.”


  “Sorry, Roland… Puhah. If it weren’t for this situation, this water would be delicious.”


  He drank the water that was handed to him and took a breath.


  “I’ll use the disposable magic tools that Roland made yesterday.”


  “Hey, wait, Roland. What did you give to His Highness?”


  It’s not something dangerous, is it? Leonardo asked.


  “Don’t look at me with such a scary face… It’s a simple thing. It’s just to preserve the surrounding air, and it’s just a little bigger than what’s on the market.”


  “That’s fine then, but… Ain, what are you going to do with it?”


  “That’s a secret. But don’t worry.”


  The three of them just wondered as Ain didn’t explain the details. However, Ain’s expression is very serious, and one can clearly see that he is serious.


  “Your Highness. Is there anything we can do?”


  “It’s fine as long as Leonardo maintains the barrier, okay?”


  “I-is that all?”


  “Hey, Ain. It’s like you’re working alone…”


  “That’s right. This method can only work if I’m alone. So I’ll do it alone.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not going to let you do something so dangerous…”


  “Don’t worry, Batz. You told me yesterday that it would be effective.”


  “Huh? I told you that…?”


  Without answering the question, Ain looked up at the top of the tree.


  “Oh my, there are so many of them. It’s a little creepy.”


  As Ain looked up at the large tree beside them, he saw a swarm of raven butterflies perched, waiting for their prey to come out.


  “…It’s not a sight I want to see much of.”


  Ain agreed and went straight to work, stretching his arms and legs in preparation. After looking over the faces of the dumbfounded three, he said in his usual cheerful tone.


  “Well, I’ll take care of it. ──Alright. I’m going then.”


  “Your Highness…? What do you mean you are going?”


  “I’ve decided. I’m going to defeat them…!”


  After gaining some momentum, Ain ran and exited the barrier.


  It’s possible to come out of the barrier from the inside, but it is impossible to affect it from the outside. Taking advantage of that characteristic, Ain jumped out of the barrier with great force.


  ──Your Highness! Ain! Ain-kun! The three worried voices reached him.


  “Good gracious, I’ll be sure to speak to Dill later… Dill may not be the one who came up with this idea, though!”


  Ain runs while muttering. He moved away from the barrier where the three of them were.


  The accumulated fatigue will soon make him lose his breathing, but thinking about the people who set up this commotion made him feel that he would never want to rely on them.


  ──Ain then stood up on his knees and shouted in a high-pitched voice.


  “The self-destruction that doesn’t hurt the parties involved must be strong, don’t you think…!”


  And, before the raven butterfly attacked, he took out a round object from his pocket. It’s a magic tool for trapping air that Roland made. It’s easy to use. All you have to do is throw it on the ground and break it.


  “It will work on you too, right? If that’s the case… suck on it, and fall to the ground!”


  As soon as he threw it on the ground. Roland’s special magic tool shattered with a sound like breaking glass, and with a light shockwave, a grayish yet purplish air was scattered around the area.


  “If you can endure the miasma, then try…!”


  Batz also said. The miasma is also effective against raven butterflies. The moment they came into contact with the released miasma, the raven butterflies all began to twitch unsteadily at the same time.


  Not long after that, all the raven butterflies fell to the ground powerlessly.


  “──Alright.”


  The only thing left to do was to talk to them.


  The aftermath of the victory is very special because it was won by a way of fighting that only he could do. He raised his arms and signaled his victory to the three people watching from a distance.


   


  

  


   


  “I didn’t tell you this, but I was born with a skill called toxin resistance. It makes me resistant to things like a miasma.”


  He immediately explained about toxin resistance. He couldn’t say that it was actually Toxin Degradation EX.


  “Your Highness… Please never do something that makes my heart freeze like that again…”


  “I’m sorry. But now that I have succeeded, please forgive me.”


  “…I had something I wanted to say too, but oh well. It’s true that Ain saved our lives. But I didn’t know you could use it like that…!”


  “That’s true. What you’re doing is a humanoid weapon…”


  “Batz told me that the miasma has an effect on the raven butterfly, too. That’s why I used it.”


  “…Aah! That’s what I was talking about yesterday!”


  I can be useful, too. Batz proudly said while scratching the tip of his nose.


  “But is it okay? Can I take all of these raven butterfly magic stones?”


  “It’s fine. I don’t really have any use for it, and I’ve already had a magic tool made for me. How about you two?”


  “Yes, of course. Roland is the second person who’s done the most work after His Highness.”


  “It’s okay for me too. You did a great job!”


  The magic stones from the raven butterfly are all given to Roland. Actually, one of them was secretly absorbed out by Ain, but the taste was so bitter that he could not bring himself to absorb any more.


  So he decided to give all the rest to Roland, who had made the magic tool.


  “Then, thank you… My allowance is just not enough, so I really appreciate it.”


  His ears perked up, and it was obvious that he was truly happy.


  (…It’s about time.)


  As Ain walked, he searched for signs of his surroundings. The deep fog had cleared before he knew it, and the clear mountain road was surprisingly refreshing.


  The four of them knew that their destination was near at hand, as no slime had appeared since the attack of the raven butterfly.


   


  ──Eventually.


  “We’re almost there, guys. That’s our destination ─ the place where Dill is waiting for us.”


  “Eh? Ain, what are you saying all of a sudden…?”


  “D-Dill-senpai is really there?”


  It was just as he had imagined.


  After passing through the forest, the four of them finally caught sight of the cape of their destination. There, Dill, who Ain had been worried about, was standing with a calm and collected face.


  “A-A-A-A… Ain-kun!? What on earth is going on…?”


  “…I only know a little about. So I think you should ask Dill for more details.”


  Seeing Ain narrowing his eyes, Dill approached him with a downcast look.


  “Your Highness, I’ve been waiting for you. The way you defeated the swarm with your quick thinking was very impressive. The other three were also able to make use of their talents, and I think it was an excellent team.”


  Words praising everyone’s hard work came through, but Ain, whose gaze was as cold as ice, did not respond to Dill. The three people surrounding Ain gulped at the atmosphere and busily looked at each other with confused expressions.


  “You know how much I worried about you?”


  “…Yes. Immediately after I disappeared, His Highness was concerned about me and tried to find me. I was really touched by that. I am truly sorry.”


  Bending his knees and bowing his head, Dill simply said a sincere apology and waited patiently for his Lord’s words as he continued to look at him coldly.


  In the midst of a tense atmosphere, where a few seconds can feel like minutes, Ain exhaled loudly and said.


  “I don’t think Dill planned this. You’re going to have to explain to me ─ no, explain it to everyone about what was going on.”


  Ain made Dill stand up.


  “Was it my grandfather who planned it? Or was it Warren-san? Or was it both of them?”


  “──Well done. Your Highness.”


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Dill explained the story.


  The time goes back to before the field trip, and the location is a room in the royal castle.


  “What about Ain’s safety or the safety of the four of them?”


  “It’s fine. I’ve arranged Chris-dono’s schedule, and the surrounding environment is fine.”


  “…It’s going to be a tough trip. Both physically and mentally.”


  “It will be a good experience. I know it’s a bit of a forced move… but it’s for Ain-sama’s growth.”


  “That’s right. ──Now, let’s review this one last time.”


  Dill will be assigned as an escort and will leave the scene halfway through.


  After that, the knight order prepared a monster, and they want to make the crisis an ordeal to overcome. But safety is guaranteed. Warren had placed several of his covert agents around them, and Chris, the vice commander of the royal knight, was also nearby.


  It was a bold but well-prepared plan that would not risk their lives no matter what.


  “These three sheets are the “consent forms” we received from the other three families. They have no objections.”


  “You’re not forcing them, are you?”


  “Of course. I told them that we would guarantee their safety in Your Majesty’s name, and they agreed.”


  “…Then, that’s fine.”


  From Duke Fors for Leonardo and Baron Krim for Batz. Finally, Sylvird sees the signature of Roland’s father, who runs a workshop in the castle town. The preparations are complete, and all that remains is to wait for the day’s field trip.


   


  The planned field trip was later relayed to Dill via Lloyd.


  “You are saying I’m going to disappear halfway through?”


  “Yes. It was a decision made by His Majesty and Warren-dono to give Ain-sama more experience.”


  “So that’s what it is. It’s okay.”


  “Hmm? You nodded quite frankly, didn’t you?”


  “His Highness will be fine. It’s only the disappearance of one guard, and I think he can handle it calmly.”


  Lloyd tilted his head as if troubled by his son’s words.


   


  A week passed from that day, and Dill went to the forest as an escort for Ain’s team. One night passed, and the next day, as they stepped into an area where the fog was thicker, Dill sensed that this was the place to separate and disappeared.


  His Highness is a smart man. He must be able to deal with it calmly… that’s what he thought at the time.


  “Hold on… Dill! Answer me!”


  It’s not that Dill is scared of what’s going on around him, but that Ain desperate to find him that makes him stop.


  Is Your Highness worried about me? He couldn’t help but turn around.


  “──Hey, Ain! Stop!”


  “Why? Dill is missing!”


  Ain said strongly. However, in this situation, Batz was right.


  However, Dill’s eyes wavered at the sound of his Lord’s voice, “Why did he have to go through all that…?” He was almost speechless at Ain’s desperate attempt to find him.


   


  As night fell, he hid himself with a magic tool and watched Ain from a distance. He climbed up the tree and took turns watching him so that he could rush to the rescue if anything happened.


  ──One time. Chris shouted, “No way…”


  “Christina-sama? What happened?”


  “…I think our eyes might have met, Ain-sama and me. Maybe it’s just my imagination.”


  “It’s impossible. You’re using a magic tool to conceal yourself, and it’s dark…?”


  “So I think it’s just my imagination, but… maybe he’s suspicious of the situation.”


   


  And her prediction was correct.


  The next day, when the fog thickened, and the raven butterflies began to move.


  “…No good. We’ve been spotted.”


  Her words startled everyone, including the covert agents and Dill. What’s more, Chris’s eyes and Ain’s eyes met, and he gave a small chuckle.


  “That’s ridiculous… How in the world did His Highness do that?”


  “I see, it’s because I’m a demi-human with a magic stone… so Ain-sama noticed the reaction and…!”


  Ain had a feeling of discomfort since last night. And Ain has the power to search for signs of magic stones. It was the result of the combination of these two. From this point on, Chris gave up hiding and brought everyone closer to see how Ain would fight.


  Finally, he killed the raven butterflies with the miasma, which was the end of the ordeal.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  “That is all. I apologize for any concern this ordeal may have caused you.”


  Ain’s expression turned grim.


  “Do you know how much you’ve worried me?”


  From the mouth that exudes cold-heartedness, a voice that is even more domineering than the expression on the face says.


  “…Your Highness. I am Your Highness’s guard. You should not worry too much, as a person who stands above──.”


  “I didn’t ask you that. I asked you if you know how much you’ve worried me. That’s what I ask. I’m going to ask you again, do you know that?”


  “E-even if Your Highness is worried about me, this is not your fault.”


  “Okay. Dill didn’t know how worried I was about him.”


  What about my grandfather? Ain pressed Dill further.


  “I will also tell my grandfather that if he wants to do something to test me, he has to do it differently.”


  “Your Highness! That would be against His Majesty…”


  “I’m not mature enough to divide the people who have been guarding me all this time into mere boss and subordinate. If being able to divide is being an adult, then I don’t want to be an adult like that.”


  Dill closes his mouth as Ain speaks with a lot of passion.


  “If… If you do something like that again, I will come to your aid next time no matter what.”


  “This won’t do. What if it wasn’t training? What if it was dangerous!”


  “If you don’t like it, promise me. Promise me you won’t make me worry like that again, okay?”


  In the past, Ain has never said this strongly.


  This is the first time since Dill began to accompany him as an escort that he has ever done so.


  Dill finally broke down as the three of Ain’s friends looked on anxiously.


  “I lost. Yes, I am aware that I have caused more grief in His Highness’s heart than I could possibly imagine… and I am very sorry.”


  “…I hope you understand. Ah, but since you are worrying me, can I ask you something?”


  “I’m sorry, but I can’t accept your insistence on addressing you by your first name.”


  “Oh, yes, yes! I thought so! I thought it would be okay now!”


  In the end, Ain’s usual smile returned to his face, but he was disappointed by Dill’s answer.


  But…


  “It is impolite to call you by your name to apologize. …So it’s a request from me.”


  Then Dill knelt down.


   


  “Your Highness ─ no, Ain-sama. I would like to thank you for your continued support.”


  In contrast to his roundabout way of saying things, it made Ain’s face break easily. It was as if he was dumbfounded, but at the same time, he couldn’t hide his joy.


  Feeling like they’re finally getting along, Ain stroked the corners of his eyes, which had tears in them from laughing so much.


  “Hahaha… Ah, that’s funny. I’ve been trying to get you to call me by my name for a while now, and it’s a bit disheartening to hear you say it so simply.”


  Ain reaches out his hand to Dill.


  “──I’ve decided to forgive you for today. It’s just for today.”


  “──Yes. Thank you.”


   


  
    [image: ]
  


  


   


  A hand that had been held out many times but never shaken because it was considered impolite. As soon as they grasped each other’s hands, they exchanged a spontaneous smile.


   


  

  


   


  After three days and two nights, they all boarded a ship to return to the royal capital. The ship was owned by the Royal Kingsland Academy. It was about two times smaller than a battleship, with a total length of about 130 meters.


  While feeling the sea breeze on the deck, Ain asked Chris.


  “Hey, Chris-san. Our eyes met when we were in the forest, right? I don’t think it was just my imagination.”


  “What exactly are you talking about? I have no idea──.”


  “You are lying, aren’t you? I can see you were upset and scurrying around.”


  “…Mmm.”


  It was a pointless resistance because the entire plan had been detected. It would still take nearly thirty minutes to get to the royal capital. Ain was having a chat with her.


  “Hey, were you really scurrying around? I know I felt like our eyes met, but I didn’t see that much detail, you know?”


  “──I-I was tricked…?”


  “That’s right. Let’s just say it like that.”


  “Geez… I thought I was tougher, but haven’t you grown up to be cunning…?”


  “I have Katima-san, so I am not troubled by teaching materials anyways.”


  The problem seems to be that the two of them get along too well. Chris put her elbows on the fence and held her head.


  The sound of the gentle waves and the scent of the tide. Ain gradually healed the fatigue that had built up over the past days.


  “Anyway, I was really annoyed by this scheme, so I thought I’d say something to my grandfather.”


  “…But I think His Majesty also wishes for Ain-sama’s growth too, you know? That’s what I think, or so I’ve been told…”


  “I know. But… Hmm, that wasn’t the best way to do it…”


  If the crown prince needs to go through a heavy ordeal like this one, he is naturally willing to accept it. The reason his heart is not cleared up is because he does not like the way it is done.


  “I’ll think about it until we get to the royal capital. If it comes to it, I’m willing to not speak to my grandfather for a few days.”


  “I-I want you to refrain from doing that…”


  However, the fact that Ain and Dill have grown closer is superimposed. Chris made up her mind to report this as soon as she arrived at the royal capital.


  Suddenly, the surface of the sea began to shake. It happened while the two of them were enjoying a peaceful conversation.


  “Hmm… what’s going on all of a sudden?”


  Ain leaned out a little from the fence. Then Chris put her hand around Ain’s body and made him step back with a sharp look.


  “Please step back; something seems a little off.”


  She pulled out the rapier on her waist, and… she took a breath, and the atmosphere changed. The peaceful atmosphere of the earlier moments fades away.


  The knights on board the ship approached the fence at once as if in response to her.


  ──The roar of the tide against the ship increased.


  “Prepare the cannons! All of you, without exception, prepare for the attack!”


  The soles of the knight’s shoes kicked hard on the deck. Everyone turned to face the cannons mounted on the front, back, and sides of the ship, and at the same time, the ship increased its speed rapidly. During this time, the churning of the sea surface only increased.


  “…Chris-san, you can’t be sure that this is all part of the scheme… can you?”


  “There is no such thing as risking your life! So I think it would be better if Ain-sama stayed inside the ship, or… stayed by my side…”


  She grabbed Ain’s hand without a second thought. This is the first time she has done this. Looking at the hand that was held, Ain followed her footsteps as she began to walk.


  In the end, the surface of the sea foamed up, and the seawater burst into waves so high that it reminded him of a castle.


  “M-monster…!?”


  A huge monster, half the size of the ship Ain was on, stood in front of his surprised gaze. The long, undulating arms and legs look like an octopus, yet they also look like a squid.


  “Kraken…? H-how did it end up in this coastal waters…?”


  “Chris-san! It’s only natural that it’s so big, but is it strong…?”


  “It’s a monster that even a battleship would have trouble dealing with…! But with this ship, it is possible to deal with it, even if it is difficult…!”


  The Kraken that appeared was only one. If it extended its arms and legs, it would undoubtedly be longer than this ship.


  Ain was relieved by Chris’s words, but…


  “But… something doesn’t seem right…?”


  Chris continued, and she stopped in her tracks in confusion. Kraken is not likely to attack the ship, but it is looking around and acting as if it is groping for where to go.


  (Is it running away from something…?)


  From Ain’s perspective, it seemed as if it was scared. The fear and surprise were gone, and the inexplicable gesture of foreboding was perplexing.


  The distance between the Kraken and the speeding ship increases.


  “The less we provoke it, the better we can get out of these areas… I don’t think we’ll need to bombard it.”


  It seems that it will be done peacefully ─ the two of them thought this for a while.


  The swaying of the sea’s surface is incomparably greater, and in proportion, the Kraken swims to the opposite side of the ship, moving its arms and legs greatly.


  A roaring sound echoed from the sea.


  “Chris-san! Could it be that there are other mon…?”


  “──Aaaaaaaaah!”


  Before he could finish, the reason for all the commotion appeared. The ship, no, a giant body that will exceed even Princess Olivia’s battleship.


  “Eh…?”


  Ain naturally kneels down on the deck. He was pressured by the power of the huge presence that appeared in front of his gaze.


  A wind hole was made in the Kraken’s head as it fled. The Kraken, on the verge of death, spread its arms and legs wide and raised them high into the sky.


  The monster that appeared was truly a predator.


  “No… way… how could that monster, the sea dragon──.”


  Chris helped Ain out of his reverie and started talking.


  In the meantime, even with a battleship, it’s hard to deal with the Kraken, and that monster just preys on it without any effort whatsoever.


  Its fins are large in proportion to its huge body, and its fangs are so sharp and long that a small ship could be crushed with a single bite. The huge vortex that was generated around the monster that appeared was pulling the Kraken to the center to prevent it from escaping, probably because it controlled the flow of water so freely.


  “S-Sea Dragon…? Chris-san, do you mean the one just now is a sea dragon…?”


  It certainly is a dragon, from what it looks like. It looked like a sea serpent, with fins on its long body that looked like wings and pale scales covering its entire body.


  The gesture of swirling in and out of the sea is as graceful as a dragon flying in the sky.


  “──Aaaaaaaaa!”


  “What?”


  The ship they were riding on would be destroyed as easily as an out-of-breath Kraken. For the first time in his life, Ain’s body shook with uncontrollable fear.


  “More speed! Hurry up! While the sea dragon is eating the Kraken… hurry!”


  Chris held up Ain and rushed to the control room.


  “Ch… Chris-san…? It’s all right, isn’t it? In this ship──.”


  “Ain-sama, that monster is the sea dragon that I mentioned…! It’s the king of the sea that has carved out so much of the continent and the port of the capital!”


  She never answered that it was okay.


  “We can’t do anything with this one ship! B-but… I will protect Ain-sama with my life! So please don’t worry…”


  The only thing to do now is to run away. With a large amount of sweat on her forehead, Chris’s smiling face is still trying to act bravely.


  “Vice Commander Cristina! The sailor said the furnace is at its limit!”


  “If it’s not broken, it’s not the limits! Hurry it up; it’s the only thing we can do with our current strength!”


  “Y-yes!”


  Because Chris was holding ain, he couldn’t see the sea very well. The only thing that was clear was the sound of a powerful splash and the cries of the Sea Dragon, and the fear of death made his body tremble.


  “…Don’t worry! I’m here!”


  She put her hand on Ain’s back.


  Despite being in a position of being protected, Ain is annoyed at his own pathetic appearance.


  He squeezed his mouth shut and stood up on his feet, brushing Chris’s hand away.


  “I-I was just twisting my leg when I fell! I didn’t mean I was scared!”


  He managed to act with what little manly spirit he had left.


  When Chris saw Ain saying that with a snort, she laughed as usual even though it was an emergency.


  “──Yes. It’s the usual dignified Ain-sama.”


  “If you want, I’ll go absorb the magic stone of the sea dragon or whatever it is…!”


  “Hahaha… I’d like to ask you if there’s ever an opportunity to do that…”


  The two of them run to the control room. It was only a few minutes after this that the ship escaped the threat of the sea dragon.


  Perhaps satisfied with preying on the Kraken, the sea dragon did not pursue the fleeing ship, but disappeared.


  The news of this commotion caused a great uproar in the royal capital, but no matter how many months passed after that, the sea dragon never showed itself.


   


  Chapter 5 – Sea Dragon


  The field trip was probably the noisiest event in Ain’s academy life. A year and a half have passed since then, and Ain has been successfully promoted to the third grade.


  Today, on a hot day in the middle of summer, he left the castle to attend to his official duties in the castle town. He was on his way back to the castle, looking a little tired after completing his official duties.


  After passing through the main street, he stepped into a quiet residential area lined with noble mansions and stopped as he stepped on the neatly lined cobblestones.


  Suddenly, a thought leaked out of his mouth.


  “Dill, don’t you think we could take a detour?”


  Ain said to Dill, who was walking next to him, but Dill smiled lightly and said.


  “Yes ─ of course not.”


  “I-Isn’t it fine…! There’s still time, and… we’re not using carriage today!”


  “His Majesty has told me not to allow any detours. So please forgive me.”


  “…Grandfather has ordered you, huh? Damn… He got a head start on me.”


  “Isn’t there something you want me to do?”


  “Even if there is, I could at least take a little detour… Oh well, I’ll just put up with it for today and go home.”


   


  Lloyd was in a good mood as he walked behind them.


  In addition to his son Dill’s softer demeanor, he and Ain have grown closer.


  “Dill has changed, hasn’t he?”


  Chris spoke to him, and he answered in a particularly good mood.


  “Yeah, that’s right. Martha and I laughed every night at how the stiff man had changed so much. I have to thank Ain-sama for that.”


  “You see… he’s no longer calling him Your Highness anymore; he calls him by his first name, Ain-sama.”


  “I’ve heard about it from other knights as well. These days, Dill is really easy to talk to.”


  “Furthermore, I heard that he always says, “Ain-sama is a wonderful person” as if it were a habit.”


  Dill was determined to be Ain’s bodyguard, and even when they met face to face, he did not even smile. As a father, Lloyd never thought that Dill would change to the point of being able to smile like this.


   


  “I will accompany you another time. I’ll talk to Warren-sama and the others about what Ain-sama said.” Said Dill.


  “Ah, yes. I’ll be patient then…”


  In the past, Dill did not judge with emotion, but now he shows emotion. It’s proof that the position of Ain’s knight has been established within the knighthood.


   


  Eventually, the four of them went under the gate of the castle and went inside. Olivia, who had been waiting for them, approached Ain and doted on him as she always did.


  “Ain, welcome back. How was your work today?”


  “It was no problem. …Also, I’m a little embarrassed.”


  “That’s good to hear. Fufu, thank you again for your hard work today.”


  When Olivia hugged him, he said he was embarrassed, but the inconvenient words did not seem to reach her. As usual, the Second Princess can only see Ain.


   


  Standing a little farther away, Lloyd smiled at Chris.


  “Some things never change, do they? Olivia-sama’s love for Ain-sama.”


  “…Yes.”


  I want her to remember the two words “self-restraint.” That’s all Chris cares about.


  “Unfortunately, it’s changed. I mean, it’s mainly gotten worse.”


  “Fumu, I guess you could say that.”


  Olivia’s love for Ain was unceasing. Rather, it only continues to grow, Chris sighed as he looked at Olivia, who she served.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  ──It was at night.


  “…Oh, Ain.”


  As soon as he left the bathhouse, he went to the salon.


  Ain, who was taking a break after taking a bath alone, was approached by Krone, who was also taking a bath. It seems that they were taking a bath at the same time.


  “Was Ain also taking a bath?”


  She calmly spoke to him, but now she was even sexier than her age.


  Her cheeks were burning from the bath, her silver-blue hair was still slightly wet, and the scent of the fragrant soap wafting from her hair was making his head spin.


  Ain gulped down his glass of water and looked at her, his throat cooling rapidly.


  “Since I’m done with my studies, too. … How about you, Krone?”


  “Me too. Do you mind if I sit next to you?”


  The sofa in front of him was empty, but if she wanted to sit next to him ─ Ain had to agree. As soon as Krone sat down next to him, the scent that tickled his nostrils increased even more.


  “It’s strange that I was so reserved at first. Now I’ve gotten used to borrowing the large bathrooms.”


  “It’s almost like you live here, so you don’t have to be shy.”


  “No, I can’t. I don’t want to be a woman who can’t be discreet.”


  She was the kind of woman that Olivia and the others liked. Ain poured water into two glasses from a jug on the table.


  “Do you want to drink too, Krone?”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  It was an ordinary exchange, but Ain was attracted by her extended fingertips. Her fingertips were thin and shapely, and her rectangular nails were neatly trimmed. The glass foot was gently pinched by her neat fingers and brought directly to her lips.


  The lips were shiny and shapely, with a charm that seemed to suck you in when you looked at them.


  “Hmm… fuh. Hey, Ain.”


  She called out Ain, but his reply was delayed as if he was engrossed with something.


  “You can’t do that to anyone but me, okay? You don’t even know that you have an unpleasant face just now, do you?”


  “…I’m sorry.”


  “Fufu, it’s okay. I don’t feel bad about having Ain do that to me.”


  “Does that mean I can still look?”


  It was a blunder to be found out. But Ain returned to take advantage of what Krone was saying.


  “Sure? Do you want me to get a little closer to you?”


  “Eh, h… huh..?”


  “Is this enough? Or would you prefer this?”


  The distance between them is almost zero. Their arms rubbed, and their thighs pressed together. Ain finally raised her voice.


  “…I lost.”


  It’s not a game to be won.


  He felt that he had read in some book about the art of war or something like that. He thought he should be able to get some distance back from her now.


  “If it means I win, then it’s okay to keep going like this, right?”


  “──So that’s how it’s going to be.”


  “Does Ain not like me doing this to him?”


  “I-it’s not that I don’t like it, it’s just that… I’m embarrassed.”


  “I know. I’m doing it to see that face of yours, after all.”


  Ain holds his head when he sees the smirk on Krone’s face as she giggles. He hadn’t had a chance to win anything from the start.


   


  ──As the two of them were doing so, they heard a noisy voice outside the salon.


  “What’s going on?”


  “…It’s unusual at this hour.”


  Ain stood up abruptly. Krone stood next to him, and the two of them walked side by side.


  Ah, that’s right! I heard a raspy voice in my ear. Ain thought.


  “Huh, could it be that voice?”


  “Is it Lloyd-sama?”


  “I think so. I think something’s wrong.”


  Ain paused near the door and listened to the conversation coming from outside.


   


  “Ah. Some time ago, a fishing boat that was out in the open sea was turned into a wreck.”


  “But isn’t that enough to identify it caused by a monster?”


  Lloyd was talking with Warren.


  “It’s not just that. It is said that a fishing boat that went to the distant seas found a huge shadow. …I guess that means it has finally shown itself.”


  Ain’s body stopped as he sensed the sword-breaking atmosphere.


  “H-hey, Ain? We should also leave and…”


  “Shhh… Wait for a moment.”


  “──A-Ain…?”


  If they leave, they might not be able to hear. Ain feared that, and he grabbed Krone’s hand, who had spoken out, and brought her close to him to quiet her. As soon as he grasped her hand, Krone involuntarily fell silent.


  “…..”


  Then she heard the conversation outside but seemed to be somewhat distracted. She reached out with her free hand and began to play with the back of Ain’s piled-up hand, tracing it with her fingers.


  “W-wait?”


  “It’s revenge. You’re being sly all of a sudden.”


  They whispered to each other, and Ain smiled and listened again.


  “We need to get the battleship to Magna as soon as possible.”


  “Yes, that’s right… I’ll be in touch with my people.”


  “It could appear at any time. I’m glad they didn’t say it was a sudden appearance.”


  “Then we’ll move the battleship as soon as tomorrow.”


  Warren’s words were the end of the conversation, and a little while later, there was no sign of anyone outside the door.


  “Could it be that, the sea dragon…”


  The only thing that comes to his mind is the king of the sea that he encountered more than a year ago on the day he returned from the field trip.


  The horror of that time rushed through his body, and his hands naturally began to sweat. He tried to move his body to sit on the couch and think about it.


  “Um, Krone?”


  “…What?”


  “You can let go of my hand now, okay?”


  No matter how much Ain tried to let go, she fought against it and would not let him go. She’s got a lot more tricks up her sleeve than anyone imagined, from comparing the size of their hands to tickling the space between their fingers.


  “Why do I have to let go? Ain’t you the one who grabbed me?”


  “No, that’s because I’m trying to listen to the conversation outside…”


  “But why should I let go just because the conversation is over?”


  There’s no reason to keep linking them together, but Ain doesn’t have a way to argue with her.


  “And … what’s going on? Your heart is beating really loud.”


  ” ─Really? When we’re holding each other’s hands together like this, I get nervous, and my hands start to sweat.”


  It was a quick excuse, but not a bad one, Ain thought.


  In the end, he could not think about the conversation between Lloyd and Warren, and they walked together through the castle, still holding hands until he escorted Krone to her room.


   


  

  


   


  The next morning. Inside the castle gate, the crown prince Ain is in a hurry.


  “Ain-sama! Your tie! Your tie is crooked!”


  Ain had unusually overslept. Chris, who was also in a hurry to get ready, approached him. She bent down and put her hand on Ain’s chest and dexterously adjusted the bent tie.


  “It’s an amazing tie… it bends on its own…!”


  “It’s not like that, is it? I think that Ain-sama just bent it himself… Yes, it’s fixed now.”


  Ain’s neck is tightened by her long and shapely fingertips.


  “Huh, I’ve not seen Dill this morning…”


  “Dill is in training. He’s still a rookie knight, after all.”


  As soon as she took her hand away from Ain’s chest, a woman approached from the castle’s direction.


  It’s Martha, in her servant’s uniform.


  “Um… Is that okay? It’s good to see you two getting along so well this morning, but I’m afraid you’re running late.”


  “──I-it’s true!?”


  Ain-sama! Let’s hurry up!”


  They both checked their wristwatches and decided to leave the carefree exchange at that. Ain started running, and Chris followed him.


  “Martha-san! I’m off!”


  “Yes. Take care and have a good day.”


  Needless to say, Ain’s presence was the main reason why the castle was more lively than before. He exchanged a few words with the servants and knights he passed along the way and walked out of the castle gate. Chris, who seemed to be pushed around a little, seemed to be enjoying herself somewhat, and she kept smiling even though he gave her a hard time.


  After a while, Chris returned to the castle after sending Ain off. Before she left for work, she saw Olivia when she was approaching the courtyard and approached her.


  “Ara, Chris.”


  “Good morning. I have just returned from escorting Ain-sama to the academy.”


  “Yes, thank you for all your help.”


  Olivia, who was elegantly enjoying her tea, put down her cup and looked at Chris.


  “I heard that you’ve been fixing Ain’s tie this morning. I don’t know, but I feel like Chris is being even nicer to that boy than before.”


  It’s not a quizzical attitude, but Olivia’s voice is bouncing with happiness.


  “…Is that so? I don’t think I’m doing anything special…”


  Olivia smiles, perhaps unconsciously.


  “But I can’t take my eyes off him.”


  “Ara… why?”


  “He is just like Olivia-sama, but much more mischievous. That’s why I think I have to keep a close eye on him, like no one else.”


  Chris said, folding her hands behind her back. She looked at the flowers planted in the courtyard and relaxed her cheeks.


  “…Also, I can be by his side without straining my shoulders.”


  The two of them are a good match. They can be either as guards or as close companions.


  Olivia took a sip of her tea and opened her mouth.


  “It’s true that Chris is even more clumsy when he’s in front of Ain.”


  “Hahaha… I wonder if I’m too relaxed? I’m sometimes worried because it’s too natural…”


  “If you two are having fun, I don’t think anyone has any reason to complain.”


  “…I’d like to be a little more like that cool older sister, but…”


  In the end, Olivia smiled broadly as she blinked repeatedly, and Chris pouted her lips in frustration.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  A few hours have passed, and the place has changed to the Royal Kingsland Academy.


  Now, in the middle of summer, the small lake where Wolf had set off the explosives when Ain was a freshman was also filled with green leaves floating on the shimmering surface of the water.


  “So? I told him. You really do have muscles like slugs, don’t you?”


  Today, the usual four of them were sitting on the terrace of the school cafeteria, and Ain laughed a little at Batz’s mysterious metaphor.


  “What’s that? Are you trying to humiliate him?”


  The two friends followed Ain and opened their mouths.


  “…Batz. The whole body of a slug is mostly muscle. So it’s not appropriate for you to discredit their muscles.”


  “H-haha… but what’s funny is that the slugs are the ones that come to my mind.”


  The four of them are already a fixed group, but in fact, they are the only ones who have succeeded in maintaining a single group through the third year. Since their freshman year, they have been working well together, and the friendly rivalry they have developed together has been a valuable asset.


  “Hey, Leonardo! Slugs are so small! The same muscles mean different things.”


  “N-no, I mean… That’s because Batz said something about muscles!”


  …Huh. Batz is so smart; why is the conversation always like this…?”


  “Hmm? Hey, Ain. I think Roland just made fun of me. Is it just my imagination?”


  “I don’t think it’s just your imagination. He’s actually making fun of you.”


  “H-hey! I know, right? Geez… Roland is really a terrible person!”


  In addition, the people around Ain also agree that Ain should work with these three people.


  Dill has already graduated from the school, and there is no one in the academy to guard Ain. If there are more than one people, they can act as guards, and if there are people from noble families like Leonardo and Batz among them, it will make even more sense.


  Dill, who is now a royal knight, even secretly thanked the three of them.


  ──Batz stood up after the jokes and idle chatter.


  “Well then. I’m going to start training now.”


  Looking at the clock, the time is a little past noon.


  “Ah, that’s right… I’m going to go to the workshop as well.”


  “I’m going to go to the library and do some self-study. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Your Highness… Ah, someone’s coming.”


  A moment later, the three of them were about to leave their seats and seemed to be splitting up.


  But then several knights hurriedly approached from the direction in which Leonardo noticed them.


  “That appearance… they’re the royal knights. So I guess that means they’re here for Ain, right?”


  “For the time being, we’re going to wait for the knights to arrive just in case.”


  Leonardo said to wait just in case because there was concern that someone dressed as a knight would attack Ain.


  “Yes. That’s right.”


  Roland responded, and the three of them stood next to where Ain was sitting.


  “──Your Highness. There’s a message from Lloyd-sama. This is why we had to rush to the academy”.


  After saying that, he presented his status card.


  Since it was confirmed that he was definitely a knight of Ishtalika, Leonardo and the other three stepped back so as not to get in the way.


  “Thank you. So what’s this about?”


  “With all due respect, Your Highness… It’s confidential, so we can’t discuss it here.”


  Then Leonardo said, “Your Highness,” looked at Ain and changed his attitude.


  “Your Highness. We will take our leave now.”


  “Have a nice day, Your Highness.”


  “Ah, um… We’ll see you tomorrow. Your Highness.”


  “Yeah. See you tomorrow.”


  Leonardo, Batz, and Roland said their goodbyes in that order, and then everyone separated at the same time.


  After confirming that they had left, the royal knight talked about the secret.


  “──A monster that corresponds to a national disaster has appeared. Christina-sama is on her way to deal with it, but Lloyd-sama would like to talk to you about this as well.”


  Ain wondered. Chris was on her way to deal with the monster.


  Chris was one of the most talented people in Ishtalika. She was the vice commander of the royal knights, Olivia’s personal guard, and was currently in charge of guarding Ain.


  When he was told that Chris had gone to such trouble to defeat the monster, he wrinkled his brow deeply.


  (…The situation looks bad. This person’s complexion is also bad.)


  Upon closer inspection, the royal knight’s expression is also calm, but his forehead is sweating, and his desperation is apparent as if he is holding something back.


  “…I’m heading back to the castle now. Please escort me.”


  “Yes!”


  There were several other knights at the entrance of the academy.


  The knight who came with the message and the knight who was waiting for him all wore the armor of a royal knight.


  “Thanks for picking me up. I will now return to the castle.”


  Ain’s attitude towards the knights showed that he was used to being a royal family member. In an unforeseen situation like this, this simple attitude was appreciated.


   


  

  


   


  Even in times like this, the water train is the fastest way to travel.


  Ain returned to the White Rose, surrounded by the royal knights.


  The available water train was only the regular one, and Ain was protected by a large number of royal knights. What is happening to the other passengers after seeing such a scene? They must have been wondering what was going on.


  However, no one was able to speak to them due to the strange atmosphere they were in.


  “──The carriage.”


  “The carriage is already prepared here.”


  “Now, Your Highness. This way.”


  The carriage that had been prepared was a specially made carriage pulled by four horses. The carriage is faster than the one Ain usually uses, and usually, only Sylvird uses this carriage.


  It’s no exaggeration to say that the carriage is half dedicated to the king, and Ain also feels a strange increase in the atmosphere.


  “…Let’s hurry up and leave.”


  Ain got into the carriage in a hurry and hastened the departure. Hearing that, the royal knights mounted their horses and surrounded the carriage as it departed.


  The carriage was running at a much higher speed than usual, and the royal knights of Ishtalika were surrounding the carriage. The sight of them was very unsuitable for the usual peaceful main street of the royal capital.


  Ain was thinking inside the carriage. He wondered if perhaps his bad premonition from last night had come true.


  The message came from Lloyd. That must mean that Lloyd was at the castle. As soon as he arrived, he had to ask Lloyd about it.


  Ain stomped on the ground in the carriage, eagerly awaiting their arrival at the castle. To put it bluntly, if he had only heard that the knights were on their way to defeat the monster, he might not have been so worried.


  It was because it was Chris who had been his guard all along and had trained him. He couldn’t help but think of her as the knight closest to him.


  “Excuse the urgency! His Royal Highness, the crown prince, has arrived!”


  They were arriving at the castle. There was no sound of condemnation for the royal knights who stopped the carriage and opened the door roughly. Even the civil servant, who would normally scold them, didn’t say a word.


  “Your Highness! Welcome back!”


  “Welcome back! Your Highness! His Majesty is in the Great Council Chamber!”


  They welcomed Ain’s hasty return.


  “All right. I’m on my way.”


  It was terribly noisy inside the castle. Even so, the knights, servants, and civil servants all bowed their heads when they noticed Ain’s arrival.


  However, the elegance they usually display is not in evidence today. The same goes for Ain, who hurries to the council chamber at a near trot. The knights following him were in a hurry as well, but there was no one to criticize them.


  The heat and confusion outside the door, the loud voices of several people. But Ain didn’t care about that at all and opened the door of the council chamber without knocking.


  ──Then, in an instant, the council chamber regained its silence.


  “Your Majesty, I’m back.”


  Ain looked around the council chamber. Olivia is standing next to Sylvird, and Martha is standing to support her.


  “…Umu. I’m sorry for calling you on such short notice.”


  “It’s nothing to be concerned about. It looks like you’re in a meeting, but can someone explain to me what’s going on?”


  This is the kind of person Ain usually doesn’t show. He has a strong attitude as if to say that he will not allow a single objection. The presence he gives off is exactly that of royalty.


  “Come here. Everyone continues with the meeting!”


  Sylvird called Ain closer.


  Next to him, Warren and Lloyd are standing by with serious faces, unlike usual.


  “I’ve returned after receiving Lloyd-san’s message. What exactly happened? I only heard that it was a dangerous monster, but…”


  “I apologize for the inconvenience of this urgent message.”


  Lloyd said, stepping in front of Ain.


  “──It’s about the sea dragon. Off the coast of the port city of Magna, and even though I say off the coast, it has appeared nearby.”


  Ain’s eyebrows moved up and down for a moment, and he guessed the meaning of those words. As he expected, the conversation he had heard last night had been about sea dragons.


  “W-what about Chris-san… is she all right…?”


  Ain’s pupils flashed like a polished sword.


  Before Lloyd could answer, Olivia cried and approached Ain.


  “Ain… Ain…! Chris is… Chris is──.”


  “M-mother!? What’s happened?”


  Olivia was so panicked that she mumbled a few last words. She clings to Ain’s chest and says, “Chris is going to die…”


  “…What do you mean…?”


  “Ain-sama. I’ll explain it to you from here on out.”


  Warren, who was standing beside him, calmly interjected.


  Ain placed his hand on the head of Olivia, who was crying on his chest and exhaled once to urge him to continue.


  “Sea dragons are huge, bigger than Princess Olivia’s battleship. Therefore, it’s so powerful… and even more so, it’s violent.”


  Ain knew this even without being told.


  On the way back from the field trip, He had never experienced a greater fear in his life. He had never forgotten the bitter memory of being slumped over, shaking with the distinct fear of death, and fleeing inside the ship with Chris supporting him.


  “I encountered a sea dragon on my way back from the field trip. I know very well how strong and terrible it is. But why did Chris-san have to go? Chris-san is the vice commander of the royal knight… It’s strange that Chris-san is being sent there!”


  Warren nodded at his words, but his expression was dark and stern. There was only one thing that Ain couldn’t agree with, and that was whether Chris needed to go.


  He knew very well that the other knights had families, but he had a special feeling for Chris, who was especially close to him.


  “Warren-san, please answer me.”


  As Ein finished, he noticed the sweat on Warren’s forehead. He was always so calm, but what was wrong with him?


  “…It has become an unusual situation.”


  What could be more unusual than the fact that a sea dragon had attacked? Ain gulped, and before he knew it, he too had sweat on his forehead.


  In the meantime, Warren’s mouth announced despair that Ain had never thought possible.


  “The sea dragons that appeared were… there were two of them.”


  For a moment, Ain could not comprehend what he was saying. After a few seconds of rigidity, he finally managed to get it out of his mouth in a weak, powerless, and somewhat dull voice.


  “…There are two of that huge sea dragon…?”


  “To be honest. The damage will certainly be the largest ever. If we don’t take action, the entire port city of Magna will be turned into nothing. So, unless someone with advanced command skills…”


  Ain understood the meaning of Olivia’s words now.


  Even if the technology has improved, if there are two monsters that are worthy of national disaster, it is a different story. It’s not as simple as just doubling the number, and the difficulty of dealing with them will be much greater.


  “Then… Why is Lloyd-san still here! There’s also His Majesty’s ship, so we need to send more forces…! It’s ridiculous to send Chris-san alone!”


  “Ain-sama… Lloyd-dono should not move from here.”


  “No way… why is that…?”


  “The castle’s defenses will be thin in the event of an emergency. And while the royal ship is certainly a powerful weapon, it is only a solid target for the sea dragons…”


  Ain turned over and kept his mouth shut.


  Is there nothing I can do? He asked himself if he was just going to stay in the castle when Chris was in danger.


  As long as the possibility of the crown prince’s death is considered, he would never be allowed to head into danger because he is the country’s future. But Ain couldn’t allow this situation to happen either.


  “Ain! For the sake of Ishtalika, we have no choice but to let Chris deal with it…!”


  What Sylvird said was not a mistake. As a king, he has not made a wrong decision, and it is the right thing to do.


  “──But I…!”


  The only question is whether it is acceptable.


  (It is the duty of royalty to convince, but… I am…!)


  The next thing he noticed, his legs were shaking slightly.


  The fear of the too-powerful existence of the sea dragon is burned into his brain and will not leave.


  (I don’t want to go. I am scared… There is no way I can beat that monster…)


  There are two sea dragons that are even bigger than the giant Kraken, and they preyed on it without difficulty. His mind is filled with backward thoughts and far from Ain’s ideal: he wants to sleep like this and wait for the good news that Chris has returned.


  (…But.)


  He was also afraid of that.


  What if he woke up and received the news that Chris had lost? This scared him more than anything.


  “I’m…”


  He held his hand so tightly that his fingernails dug into it, turned over, and let the words escape.


  The memories of their time together up until today come flooding back, and it hurts to think that they will never be able to have the same conversation again. His lips are dry, and his heart is beating so hard that he can feel it all over his body. He closed his eyes tightly, sweat beading on his hands.


  “I…”


  He can almost hear the sound from his tight grip. He opened his eyes and looked straight at Sylvird.


  Don’t tell me what you’re going to say. Sylvird appealed with his eyes. It took Ain more courage than he had ever had before to tell the rest of it.


  He tried to loosen the tie of his uniform and felt his hands overlap with Chris’s. The tie that she had half-heartedly put back on this morning ─ Ain made up his mind and moved his lips.


  “──I’ll go to Magna now, and I’m going to fight to stop the Sea Dragon.”


  Ain turned to Sylvird and said that.


  “What can you do by yourself, Ain? There is no way I’m going to allow that!”


  “I know that, and I’m saying it. But I will use the power of the Dark Knight to fight.”


  “…! I am now speaking to you as your grandfather! I have no intention of sending you into danger! Things are different now than with Wolf!”


  “Yes, you are the crown prince… if anything happens to you. Your body is not only yours alone now!”


  After Sylvird, Warren spoke to Ain to calm him down.


  His behavior may be unbecoming of royalty, but that doesn’t stop Ain…


  “The first king would not be silent in the castle like this. Therefore, I’ll go and fight the sea dragons like the first king who fought against the demon king.”


  “…Ain-sama. No matter what happens, I’ll stop you from going to Magna.”


  “Lloyd-san. But I can’t just sit here and be silent. Your Majesty… Grandfather! Please at least let me go to Magna!”


  “You fool! Don’t make me tell you the same thing over and over again!”


  If Ain went to Magna, it would not be enough. Sylvird doesn’t even want to allow him to go to a dangerous place in the first place.


  “No…! I’m not going to let Ain go to a dangerous place like that…”


  Olivia said with tears in her eyes, hurting Ain’s heart.


  “Now, Olivia has said that. Ain, even though you’re the crown prince, you still say you want to go to Magna…!”


  The dignity of a king that Sylvird exudes. The words pierced Ain’s body strongly, and the atmosphere attacked Ain like a whirlwind.


  “…Yes! I’m not going to let Chris go alone, even so…!”


  “…I see. Ain, I understand.”


  This reply was just hope. His enthusiasm had been understood! A moment later, Ain’s lips began to loosen──.


  “It’s no use trying to stop him. …Lloyd, I left the unpleasant role to you.”


  Ain’s consciousness was cut off.


  Lloyd, standing behind him, lowered his arm sadly.


  “This is my job. Please don’t worry about it.”


  “…Father? Why did you do that to Ain?”


  “If I hadn’t done this, the crown prince would have followed Chris to Magna!”


  “To use violence like this is unacceptable!”


  Olivia’s eyes shot through Sylvird as her sadness turned to anger. She put Ain on her lap and put her arms around him protectively.


  …She couldn’t hide her surprise, perhaps because she couldn’t believe that the people in the council chamber would use force.


  “Martha, come this way.”


  “…Yes. Anything you need.”


  Martha, feeling nervous and confused, responded to Sylvird’s voice.


  “Take Olivia to her room. Do not let her out until you have my permission! Lloyd! Take Ain to Katima!”


   


  

  


   


  About ten minutes had passed. Ain opened his eyes in the basement of the castle, in Katima’s laboratory.


  “You awake-nya?”


  “Huh… I’m… how did I get here…?”


  He felt a dull ache in the back of his head.


  Apparently, he was…


  “…Hah. I didn’t expect them to use force.”


  “No wonder they did-nya. So, how are you feeling-nya?”


  “I’m fine. If anything, I’m feeling worse.”


  “Umu. That’s just normal for now-nya.”


  Ain raised his head.


  “Huh, I’m not wearing my school uniform anymore.”


  He had somehow been wearing the crown prince’s uniform that he usually wore in the castle.


  “Did someone change my clothes?”


  “It was me-nya ─ kidding-nya. It was Martha-nya. So don’t look at me like you’re looking at something weird-nya.”


  “Hah… I’m a little embarrassed that she changed my clothes while I was sleeping.”


  “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about-nya. It only takes a few seconds for Martha to do it-nya.”


  Even though he wanted to admire her skill, he took a deep breath and looked around.


  He was lying on the sofa in the lab. The sofa was not uncomfortable to sleep on, probably because it was a luxury item. He stood up, walked to the door of the lab, and turned the doorknob.


  “Hey. I want to ask you just in case, you’re not going to let me out, are you?”


  But when the door didn’t open at all, Ain smiled bitterly.


  “I won’t let you out-nya. Even if I let you out, you won’t be able to get out because the door is locked from the outside-nya.”


  “I guess so. So… does that mean I’m completely trapped?”


  “There’s only one way for you to go out-nya. Kill me here and let someone outside unlock the door-nya. Then, once you’re out of here, you have to escape the castle without being caught and head for the train station-nya.”


  “…What are you talking about?”


  There is practically nothing he can do. There was no way out of this situation. He did not want to think about harming Katima, and it would be difficult to open the lock.


  “No, there is one thing. I can use the Dark Knight to make a forced way out.”


  “Impossible-nya.”


  Under normal circumstances, this would have been no problem, but today it was impossible.


  “…Using magic is nearly useless in this room-nya. A perfectly designed seal has been prepared-nya. Father is so serious about this-nya…”


  “That’s too well prepared…”


  “Only a Demon King or someone close in power would be able to break through such a fortress-nya…”


  Ain is once again out of options.


  Is there really nothing more that can be done? Is this really the end? The only thing he could do was to wait for Chris to return safely… The thought of that made him feel like he was going crazy.


  “What do you recommend, Katima-san?”


  “Shut up and wait-nya. Pray that Chris comes back safely-nya.”


  “You mean I should pray to God?”


  He hadn’t said the word “God” in a long time. The exchange in the white space, which he had not thought about until this day, flashed through his mind.


  “Hah… God, little girl God. Please give me some guidance.”


  Ain prayed, not expecting anything, of course. It’s hard to tell if she’s looking at him or not. But, it was better than not doing anything.


  “What is that pray-nya… That pray can’t even be said a pray-nya.”


  What nonsense, Katima breathed out.


  “It’s okay. She will understand me now.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but that’s okay-nya. Just do it until you’re satisfied-nya.”


  “…Will do.”


  Ain continued to pray. Young girl, young girl… he wondered what she was doing now. Is she still wearing that dress that looks like she might catch a cold? It seems crazy to be in that white place all the time, but… It seems like it is already happening ─ the only word that comes to his mind is disrespect.


  ──And then.


  “H-huh? Katima-san…?”


  She was walking around the lab, and her movements stopped unnaturally. No, upon closer inspection, it seems to be in ridiculously slow motion. Like a broken television set, the colors disappeared from Ain’s vision, and even the sound disappeared in a world of black and white.


  Ain could move his body without any discomfort, and he realized that he was the only one who had changed.


  “This is…”


  He had no idea, but could it be magic?


  He thought about the effect of the seal that Sylvird had put on, but then he wondered why it didn’t work on right now.


  While he was looking around in confusion, after a shock that seemed to cut through his brain…


   


  〝Take a good look at the room. You fool.〟


   


  He heard a voice. That time, that place. It was the voice of a special being who had sent him to this world.


  “…?”


  Shortly after hearing the voice.


  He was struck by the shock of what he had just seen, but when he smiled at the voice he heard so clearly, the color returned to the world as if nothing had happened.


  “Haha…! Thank you, God.”


  “Hmm? Did you say something-nya?”


  “No, I didn’t say anything to you, Katima-san.”


  “…? Are you talking to yourself-nya?”


  Was the voice he just heard a hallucination, or was it a real voice? No one knew the answer. But it was definitely a clue.


  Take a good look at the room ─ there must be some kind of key to this lab.


  “If you have time to pray, I can help you-nya.”


  “You say you want to help me? What?”


  “It’s obvious-nya. You’ve gone to a lot of trouble to buy me new materials, so I want to help you with your search!”


  Katima’s expression was not as relaxed as usual. She was also worried about Chris, just like Ain.


  (I’m sorry, Katima-san. I acted on my own…? Oh, yeah, there was that thing…!)


  He apologized for acting selfishly… and Ain found it. From the advice God had given him, he had found a way out of the situation in the lab.


  “Thank you, God. So you’re still looking out for me, huh?”


  “A-Ain? What are you talking about-nya?”


  Katima looked worriedly at Ain, wondering if he had lost his mind.


  “No, it’s nothing. I need your help, so please wait.”


  “Nyaa… t-that’s okay-nya.”


  Then, Ain approached the means to break the situation ─ the cursed magic stone.


  “You don’t really know what this magical stone is, do you?”


  “That’s right-nya. That’s why the document is supposed to be the key, but-nya… the translation isn’t progressing at all-nya!”


  Ain regained his composure. Feeling relieved, Katima sat down on the sofa and looked away from Ain, who was looking at the magic stone from a short distance away.


  With one last look to make sure she was doing so, Ain finally reached for it.


  ‘Katima-san… sorry.”


  “Hmm? What’s that-nya?”


  “Even if it is cursed, I need the power of this magic stone right now!”


  She replied while looking at the book and gave a blank reply to the word sorry. In the meantime, Ain’s hand grasped the cursed magic stone tightly and forcefully.


  “…I-it’s coming…!”


  As before, as soon as he grabbed the cursed stone. A thicker, more powerful illusory hand emerges from the back of his body.


  “Wha… why can you use the illusory hand-nya…? Stop it-nya!”


  Katima stood up in a hurry and tried to hit Ain’s back. But this time, unlike before.


   


  “──Don’t move.”


   


  A woman’s voice could be heard in the room, and unlike the presence Katima had felt before, it clearly conveyed her presence.


  Katima’s whole body froze as if in a metal bind, and she found that even the movement of her fingertips… In other words, her actions were blocked except for her breathing.


  “Why can’t I move-nya…? Ain! What on earth are you doing-nya?”


  While she was confused and wary, Ain was surrounded by a gentle, warm aura. It’s full of sweet charm that makes him want to surrender himself to it, similar to the one he felt for Olivia.


  (This magic stone doesn’t have the slightest taste.)


  What he felt instead was a warm feeling, and he continued to absorb the magic stone. Like a baby sucking on a mother’s milk, he kept sucking until the end came.


  “Y-you’re sucking on it-nya! Stop it; it’s dangerous-nya!”


  “I said I’m sorry… Katima-san.”


  As he ignored her and continued to absorb the cursed magic stone, it finally lost its color. When it becomes an empty magic stone, he can see at a glance that there are no more contents left, and the last voice echoes.


   


  “Thank you… and welcome back.”


   


  …That’s what he heard


  The woman’s voice was even gentler than before, and Ain smiled naturally. He quietly put down the empty magic stone, bewildered by the power that pervaded him and by how he knew how to use it.


  “It’s over.”


  “Don’t just say… it’s over-nya…!”


  Katima, who cannot move her body, seems to have difficulty speaking and says with sweat on her face.


  “Ah, sorry. …Oops, are you okay?”


  “Nya, nya-nya-nya…? It works, but… what on earth did you do-nya?”


  “I don’t know much about it, but I know how to use it. So, since Katima-san is fine now… I’ll take my leave.”


  As soon as he held up his hand, a sound like a broken glass filled the lab. Katima wondered what the noise was but understood when Ain opened the door without any trouble.


  “Did you break the seal-nya…?”


  “I’m sorry. But when I get back, I’ll be sure to pay for it.”


  “How did you break the seal-nya…? No, what do you mean by pay for it-nya?”


  “You know, it’s rare for a monster to appear once every hundred or two hundred years. So when I come back, I’ll use the materials to pay you… So just wait.”


  Seeing Ain come out of the lab, the knight who was guarding the lab also lost their composure.


  That’s right, since Katima also mentioned that the seal of this laboratory could only be broken by the resistance of a Demon King or someone close to it.


  “Y-Your Highness…?”


  “How did you get out?”


  “Thanks for guarding; I’ll be out in a bit.”


  How did Ain manage to break it? What was the identity of the magic stone he absorbed? Katima could not understand a single thing.


  Ain said as if to inspire himself.


  “Now, let’s go to the port city of Magna.”


   


  

  


   


  “Hah… hah… I’m sorry, this is an emergency! Is Lloyd-sama here?”


  Lloyd, standing next to Sylvird, answers the knight’s voice.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Hi-His Highness is…! His Highness has escaped from the underground laboratory! It seems that he is heading outside!”


  “──Katima, did she help him?”


  “…Your Majesty. Even if it’s Katima-sama, she won’t be able to open the seal that Majolica-dono created from the inside, will she?”


  Admonishing Sylvird’s grief, Warren looked at Lloyd, who was confused himself.


  “We can ask about the methods later. Your Majesty, I will now go to stop Ain-sama.”


  Despite the unforeseen circumstances, Marshal Lloyd remained calm. The only thing on his mind is that he will do everything in his power to protect the crown prince’s safety ─ that’s it.


  “…Umu, I’m counting on you.”


  Sylvird was relieved. Lloyd said with confidence, the method of escape can only be questioned later.


  “You can use the royal knights as well. Stop him at all costs.”


  “Yes! As you wish.”


  It’s difficult to even for Lloyd to stop the movement of the current Ain with a head-on physical battle. Lloyd understood that, so he picked up the edgeless sword that was displayed in the council chamber.


  “May I borrow it?”


  “I don’t mind. If you can stop him with a few injuries, I’ll turn a blind eye to your actions.”


   


  ──And Ain, on the other hand.


  He has just left the lab, but for some reason, Katima is walking alongside him.


  “I’m done with my work-nya. I’m tired, so I’m going to my room to rest-nya.”


  “You’re not going to stop me now?”


  “There’s no point in trying to stop you now-nya. I can only pray for your safety-nya.”


  “…So you’re worried about me, too, huh?”


  “Really-nya. Good gracious…!”


  Even though she was talking lightly, Katima’s worry was palpable.


  “Well, now. This is where I’m leaving you-nya. I won’t forgive you if you don’t return safely-nya!”


  Suddenly, Katima started running with a lively rhythm. Although it was still far from the crossroads, she noticed something and left Ain and went to her room.


  “Why, all of a sudden…?”


  The reason was obvious as soon as they left the basement. A woman was leaning against the side of the passage leading to the hall.


  “Hello, Ain. …I haven’t seen you since last night.”


  ──It was Krone August.


  In the last few years, she has grown even more beautiful, and when she called out to Ain, he naturally stopped in his tracks.


  “Yes, it was last night. I’m glad to see you again today.”


  “Fufufu… I’m honored to be called that by Your Highness the crown prince. How about it? Would you like to come to my room for a cup of tea?”


  Even at the Liebe Girls’ Academy, where many young ladies gathered, she was so popular that she was touted as the second coming of Olivia. The mere sight of her walking from the train station to the academy was enough to make many of the opposite sex falls in love with her, and she was even proposed to in the street.


  Many men wanted to have a relationship with this beautiful and highly educated girl, but their wishes were never fulfilled.


  Needless to say, the reason is Ain.


  “I would be nervous about having tea with someone as beautiful as Krone.”


  “Well, that’s embarrassing. …Let’s go to my room, shall we?”


  The reason for the acting is because of the turmoil in Krone’s heart. It’s the result of a desperate attempt to conceal her feelings and avoid becoming distraught in front of Ain.


  “I appreciate the invitation, but I have a prior appointment today.”


  “…You are a terrible person. I invited you with all the courage I could muster.”


  “I’ve got some big fish to kill. I’ll pick up some delicious seafood from Magna on the way back, and we can have dinner together later.”


  However, no matter how much she invited him, Ain didn’t accept it. She even went so far as to brush her hair with her fingertips, trying to entice him, but he still refused.


  “…Are you really going?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Even if I stop you this way?”


  “Yeah.”


  Ain’s resolve was firm.


  “What if I told you that from now on, you could have all of me for yourself?”


  “…I was touched by that. But I still must go.”


  They exchanged a little smile at the end. Krone and Ain hugged each other tightly, and then she quickly distanced herself and bent down to look up at Ain.


  “…My lord has made up his mind to this extent, huh? Is it tactless for a woman to keep begging and pleading with you not to go?”


  As she said that, Ain replied while brushing her hair.


  “It’s not tactless, and I’m glad you’re worrying me. …So, just wait for a little while, okay?”


  Krone’s expression made Ain’s heart beat loudly as he smiled back stoutly, even though that little bit was a long time.


  “Sigh… You’re really stubborn; you know that?”


  She moved her body away and gave way to Ain.


  “Thank you. I like that part of you, Krone.”


  “Hmm? Did you just say that you like me?”


  “A-ahahaha… um, I’ll tell you about that another time…”


  The reason he can’t speak honestly about his feelings is because he’s too embarrassed. It was frustrating, but Krone allowed it since she knew that it was typical of Ain.


  “Women will be more pleased if you say that at least once in a while, you know? You should remember that, okay?”


  “Yes. I’ll keep it in mind for next time.”


  It was good to talk to her here. The energy in his body began to build up even more, and he nodded strongly that he would be able to do his best in Magna.


  ──A moment later, he was about to pass by Krone. But she approached Ain once more.


  “Hmm… take care. May the goddess bless you.”


  Surprised by her warm and soft touch on his cheek, Ain blushed.


  “It’s a blessing that’s guaranteed a win, but does it have to be with your mouth?”


 

  “I’m just imitating you, Ain. Shouldn’t you answer me by saying… see you later?”


  “…Well, I’ve learned a lesson about revenge. Well, I’ll see you later!”


  Krone never showed any tears as she tried to see him off; she doesn’t want to show any weaknesses so that he can head off with his head held high.


  As soon as Ain left, a large tear ran down her cheek. She wiped it away with her index finger and clasped her hands together in prayer to God.


  She prayed desperately for Ain’s safe return, and that was all she could do.
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  Running off by himself, Ain headed for the Great Hall. He had to open the door, get out and hurry to the White Rose. He knew it would not go smoothly anyway, but as expected, there was already a big obstacle waiting for him in the hall.


  “Hello, Ain-sama. How are you today?”


  “…As I thought, you are here, Lloyd-san.”


  Many royal knights lined up in front of the door to the outside, and Lloyd was a few steps ahead of them.


  “The weather is perfect, isn’t it? …So, where do you want to go in such a hurry?”


  He knew this would happen. Now, it’s time to get down to business, Ain said, bracing himself. His opponent is a marshal. One of the strongest in the unified state of Ishtalika. Although he knows he can’t win, he can’t just stop now.


  “Since the weather is beautiful, I thought I’d go outside and relax. Do you want to come with me?”


  “Fumu. I apologize for refusing your invitation; I haven’t finished my work yet, so…”


  “That’s too bad. Well then, I’ll just have to go myself.”


  “You can’t do that. You need a guard to accompany you. So… where are you headed?”


  The atmosphere changed with those words. Ain feels like the glass windows are vibrating as well. He had never felt the power that Marshal Lloyd exuded before, and the pressure was such that he could not think of anything that could compare to it.


  The royal knights seemed to be under pressure, and their foreheads were sweating.


  “I thought I’d like to see the sea. I also wanted to get some good seafood…”


  “…You are a splendid man. Then again, I can’t send the treasure of Ishtalika to the dead.”


  The reason why Lloyd praised Ain was because he was not pressured.


  Then, Lloyd took a big step forward to signal his words.


  “I will definitely… going to Magna…!”


  If there had been even a moment’s delay, Lloyd would have been in front of Ain. It was on such a brink that he managed to use his power.


  “Muh…? Wh-what’s this…!?”


  He emitted the same thing that stopped Katima’s movement and stopped the movement of everyone, including the royal knights.


  Not only the principle but also what it uses is not understood in mind. But deeper down, in a place like a soul that cannot be put into words, he somehow understood.


  “…It seems that you’re destroyed the seal, and also the technique that you used to stop this movement. Ain-sama seems to have suddenly become stronger.”


  “…Lloyd-san seems to be quite relaxed, though. When the time with Katima-san, she seemed to have a hard time talking.”


  “I’m still a marshal, after all. But… Fumu, even for me, it’s hard to move.”


  Sweat is visible on Lloyd’s forehead as he speaks. He may be trying desperately to move his body even now, but his body is not entirely free.


  However, he shoots Ain with his sharp eyes as if he is about to move.


  “While Lloyd-san can’t move, I’ll be going.”


  He said it as if he was running away and walked faster than usual. As he passed by Lloyd and the royal knights, he stopped and listened to the voice that reached his back.


  “The winner is the one who has the right. And the loser has no right to complain. But Ain-sama, are you going to do as you please? There are many responsibilities that come with it, so please do not forget that…”


  Lloyd immediately stepped back.


  Although he was curious about his true intentions, Ain did not want to miss the opportunity to open the door and go out.


  Ain ran with all his might as soon as he could and continued toward the White Rose.


  ──A few minutes after Ain left.


  “Good grief, he really is an extraordinary person.”


  In the hall, the royal knights were still frozen in place. Lloyd muttered to himself. He wondered what to do when Warren, who had arrived late, let out a cry of surprise.


  “I don’t know what happened, but I do know that Ain-sama has gone. It seems that our crown prince is a more mischievous person than Olivia-sama.”


  “It’s just as Warren-dono says… Now, hmm!”


  Lloyd, with his body full of energy, raised his voice. Along with the popping sound of something, his body regained its freedom.


  “Oya? It was a farce, huh?”


  “I wish I could say it was, but alas, I was completely unprepared earlier. It is correct to say that the distance between Ain-sama and me has become so great that I am able to disarm it.”


  “Hmm… does Lloyd-dono know what he did to you?”


  “It’s probably restraining magic. I never imagined that he would use such advanced magic. It’s easy to repel restraining magic if you have a measure to defend against it, but the problem was that I didn’t have that measure to defend against it now.”


  Those magic could be easily prevented with equipment made of monster materials. However, what everyone was wearing was normal equipment, and the fact that they weren’t wearing anything for the defense was the reason for their defeat.


  “Shall I give you a hand?”


  “…Umu. I’m embarrassed to say this, but please do.”


   


  

  


   


  After safely leaving the hall, Ain is running to the castle gate. He couldn’t have taken out a carriage, and indeed, he wouldn’t have been able to use it.


  Then, he had no choice but to run as fast as he could, but…


  “Damn it… this castle is ridiculously large! Even though it’s my own house, I feel like an idiot!”


  The White Knight is so big that it requires a certain amount of distance to go outside. This seemed to be very uncomfortable for Ain at the moment.


  It was only a few tens of seconds later that he finally made it to the castle gate, where another person was waiting for him.


  “Ain-sama… I didn’t expect you to be here. How did you escape my father’s blockage?”


  “──Dill…!”


  He has had many opportunities to escort Ain since he graduated from the academy. Although he’s still an apprentice knight, he’s grown into an accomplished knight and is recognized by the royal knights.


  “You can’t stop me. I’m heading straight for Magna.”


  However, Dill, who is riding a horse, never said anything to stop Ain.


  “It’s a misunderstanding… I will accompany you from here. Please use this horse.”


  To Ain’s amazement, he called for another horse from the shadows.


  “Y-you’re not here to stop me, huh…?”


  “I serve Ishtalika, but before that, I serve you personally, Ain-sama.”


  “No, no, no, no! But that doesn’t mean you should…”


  “I would like to at least say something lightly at a time like this. If I am to be fired, I would appreciate it if you could hire me as your personal knight.”


  With a refreshing smile on his face, he urged Ain to hurry up. How reassuring. It looks like he will be able to reach the White Rose quickly.


  “I’ll hire you as much as you want…! If you’d like, I’d be grateful enough to appoint Dill as the leader of my own knightly order when I eventually create one!”


  ──It was fortuitous that he was able to get a horse.


  The reason is that he was able to arrive at the White Rose earlier than expected. Both Ain and Dill dismounted and stared at the entrance to the station, where there was a commotion because of their arrival.


  “We can only bring the horses up here! We’d better hurry and get inside!”


  “Yeah!”


  They moored their horses together where the carriages usually stopped and proceeded through the station.


  “…Ara ara, Your Highness! What happened?”


  They met with Majolica, who was just coming out of the station and asked Ain, who looked very worried.


  “Majolica-san, I’m sorry! I have to go to Magna for an emergency!”


  “The port city, Magna, right now…? Your Highness… you can’t be serious!”


  Majolica, who goes to and from the castle, must know what’s going on in Magna. He seemed to understand what was going on, and he nodded to the reason why Ain was in a hurry to take Dill alone, and then he put his hand in his pants pocket.


  “Your Highness! Take this with you!”


  Majolica threw a cloth bag to Ain. The only sound that could be heard was the scraping of a hard object inside.


  “I will charge the castle for it, so feel free to take it! It’s a fresh Heal Bird magic stone that I just bought yesterday!”


  The heal bird’s magic stone can be used to heal the body. Majolica decided to give it to him as a parting gift at the very least.


  “Thank you! Majolica-san!”


  “No, it’s okay… good luck.”


  Then Ain continued to run for the train, but now he had to do something to get the royal water train up and operating it. Normally, it is necessary to go through the steward’s office. The question now is how to do it.


  “Ain-sama. I’m sorry, but there is one thing I need to say.”


  “W… what…!”


  Dill spoke to him while running.


  “It will take time unless we use the royal water train. But there are a lot of procedures that need to be followed to get that water train going!”


  “Yeah! I was thinking about that too!”


  “But there’s only one possible solution to this problem.”


  “──!?”


  It’s a godsend.


  Ain looked at Dill’s face while running.


  “It’s to use the royal decree. It’s an absolute right of command allowed only to the royal family. However, if it is judged that the use of the royal decree was inappropriate, in the worst-case scenario, you will be expelled from the royal family…!”


  In the worst-case scenario, it should be a near certainty. It is only natural that Ain disobeys the king’s orders and exercises his right to go to dangerous places, despite his position as the crown prince.


  But Ain’s face broke into a smile.


  “So I can move the water train?”


  “Yes, you can. But after taking you this far, I don’t think it’s a good idea to use it! You know why, don’t you?”


  “…Dill.”


  “Yes!”


  Ain thanked Dill in his heart. He eventually averted his gaze from his face and looked in a straight line to where the royal water train was.


  “Continue with my escort. We’re heading to Magna as planned!”


  Dill knew this would happen, but it was his last stand and advice. But now that his Lord had made up his mind, Dill decided that he would do everything in his power to make Ain wish come true.


  “As you wish, Ain-sama.”


  The White Rose continued to be in turmoil. The stationmaster had put the royal water train into operation without complaint because of the royal decree.


  However, after the train departed, Sylvird and the others received the call and used a liaison device to order the train to stop ─ but the call never arrived.


  Strangely enough, it was like radio interference.


  They overworked the furnace. They were using it as if they only wanted it to last until Magna, and it would probably be difficult to get it working again without replacing the furnace when they arrived.


  A few minutes after the water train departed, Ain asked.


  “What do you think the chances of Chris-san and the others winning are?”


  “I think they can manage with one… Every time a sea dragon appears, it creates a lot of damage, but we also prepare for it. As a result, the Ishtalika fleet was created…”


  There are two sea dragons this time.


  “Tell me, don’t muddy the waters. It is more likely that they will be wiped out, right?”


  Then, Dill nodded back without saying a word.


  “Right… Well.”


  How can we defeat them? Ain thought, but there’s no way he could take down a giant that’s bigger than Princess Olivia’s battleship with his tiny body.


  Ain now has more worries about what to do than fear. Perhaps it’s because he’s resigned himself to the fact that the trembling fear he felt at the castle has faded, and he now has the luxury of worrying about how to attack it.


  “By the way, how are you planning to fight the Sea Dragon? If it is a Dullahan, even a sea dragon might be manageable. However, Ain-sama is not a Dullahan.”


  The dark knight is strong. But as Dill said, the current Ain is too lacking in decisiveness.


  (The way I can fight… is not with a skill learned to the stopgap, but to do what I can only do with my power…)


  There is only one thing. When he noticed this, Ain looked up with a gasp. He incidentally rummaged through his pockets and was relieved to find that he had the things he needed.


  “Dill! Where is the magic stone of the sea dragon…?”


  “…It should be hidden in the forehead area.”


  Then what about it? Dill replied in such a manner.


  “…Then, there’s a way for me to counteract it…!”


  “Ain-sama! So why is the magic stone…?”


  When Dill asked the question, Ain did not answer but replied with a question again.


  “Dill. What do you think we should do with the ship?”


  “Hah… I understand. It’s the ship, isn’t it, that Ain-sama wants?”


  “Hahaha, thanks, Dill. I’m counting on you.”


  Ain smiled at Dill, who was half-amused. His presence was reassuring, as he was willing to protect him.


  “Let’s use the Glacier family’s ship. It’s the only way.”


  “That’s helpful. I don’t know what would have happened if Dill hadn’t been here.”


  “Not at all. So please tell me the last thing. If you just want to throw away your life, I have to stop Ain-sama here. You do not intend to do that, do you?”


  This was his final confirmation.


  Dill was serving Ain and trying to make his wishes come true, but if he were just going to throw away his life, he would stop Ain. He would stop whatever he did, no matter how far he had come.


  “…Don’t worry, I’m not going to die. I have to go back to the castle after defeating the sea dragon, and then my mother will praise me for it!”


  Dill was slightly relieved to see Ain expressing his love for Olivia, even at a time like this. He doesn’t know what kind of method Ain will use. But he could trust that it would not be a way of throwing away his life.


   


  

  


   


  A short boat rides away from the port town of Magna. This is where the sea dragons appeared this time and where Chris and the rest of the team were dispatched to defeat them.


  There are many adventurers in Ishtalika. In terms of quality, they were incomparably more fierce than Heim’s. Yet, there were many adventurers who were reluctant to participate in the battle to defeat the sea dragons.


  The battle at sea was overwhelmingly disadvantageous for humanoids, and above all, the sea dragons were strong. In a battlefield where sea creatures have an advantage, taking on a sea dragon, an existence that could be called a ruler of the sea, is tantamount to throwing away one’s life.


  Nevertheless, many adventurers who met the request from Ishtalika participated in the battle. Therefore, the damage was somewhat more controlled than expected.


  Several battleships had already been sunk, and countless others had lost their lives. In a war, the damage would have been catastrophic. Still, everyone in the fighting team shared this painful feeling that it was a necessary sacrifice if they were to take on the Sea Dragon.


  “Commander! It seems that the sea dragons are hiding under the sea and observing the situation!”


  “No need to report the damage! Hey! Let’s start the pursuit, you guys!”


  “Keep oiling up! The sea will be polluted, but that’s no matter! Burn it! Burn it!”


  The sea dragons have a strong aversion to fire. It’s not clear if it’s a weakness or if it’s simply an aversion.


  However, it’s the knowledge that has been effective for the previous sea dragon defenses. By filling the sea’s surface in this area with oil and setting it on fire, the sea dragons will be led to a situation where they can be attacked easily. This is the best way to attack the sea dragons.


  Chris, the operation commander, was a little relieved that things were going well for the moment.


  “One of those huge dragons was wounded to a certain extent, but the other one is almost unharmed…”


  One of the two sea dragons had one of its eyes crushed and its fin nearly torn off by some well-placed magic. The other one, however, is not damaged in any significant way.


  “It’s okay. We still have more than half of our… strength left…!”


  Then it is certain that one of them can be killed. However, when Chris thought about the second one, the remaining strength made her want to give up.


  “Commander! The sea dragons are coming to the surface!”


  “──Prepare to attack!”


  When the sea dragons rushed toward the bottom of the ship or bit it, Chris dealt with them by using magic tools that were thrown into the sea to release electric shocks.


  As they rise to the surface, it is time to unleash an attack.


  “Hurry up! If we don’t defeat even one of them quickly…!”


  Before the sea dragons attack the ship, they must attack the weak points such as the eyes, throat, and forehead where the magic stone is located and reduce their strength. However, with their current strength, unless they are fortunate enough to have many attacks on the same spot, they will not be able to inflict damage such as destroying the eyes.


  That’s why it was necessary to adjust the timing of the attacks as much as possible.


  “Artillery, take the throat! Magic and archers, aim for the forehead with me!”


  Chris gave the order, and the target was decided. When the sea dragons approached without pulling back, the spears would be thrown at them.


  “──Aaaaaaaaaaa!”


  The sea dragon’s roar rang out as it surfaced. It was one of the blinded ones, and perhaps because it was on the verge of death, it unleashed its most powerful attack and rushed at the ship.


  “It’s about to die! Do not cease your attack!”


  “Keep going, keep going!”


  The rush that the sea dragon risked its life for was simply terrifying. It’s not only the knights who participated in the defeat but also the adventurers who always risk their lives to hunt monsters that feel fear.


  The sea dragon continued to rush forward, emitting a dying roar. As they continue to attack, they can only hope that the sea dragon will fall…


  ──And then the time comes.


  The tired and badly wounded sea dragon could not protect its forehead well.


  “──!?”


  Not wanting to be bombarded by the fleet, it tried to protect its throat and didn’t notice the magic and arrows heading for its forehead.


  The people who looked at it all rejoiced at the sound, which for once today sounded like gospel as if they had stepped in a winter puddle and cracked it.


  “We did it… We did it! We broke the magic stone!”


  “Yeaahhh! What’s it like, huh, you bastard!”


  “There’s still another one! We’re going to get this one as well…”


  The broken magic stone can only shed its contents, and the sea dragon’s body convulsed greatly. Chris’s face brightened in anticipation, thinking that they might be able to kill the other one.


  However, the members of the defeating team seemed surprised and let out a cry.


  “…H-hey, what’s that guy doing?”


  “T-the sea dragon is jumping…?”


  The shine of the magic stone is already almost gone. Just when they thought that the sea dragon had sunk a little into the sea, it jumped up like a dolphin. There’s no such thing as a sea dragon jumping in the past.


  “Wait! That way…!”


  If it’s just a jump, all you need to do is watch out for splashes and waves. However, there are three battleships lined up in formation underneath the sea dragon.


  ──H-hey…!


  ──Stop it! Stop!


  The shouts of the knights and adventurers echoed despite the distance. The sea dragon will simply crush them. When the screams became higher and higher, the sea dragon finally fell on top of the fleet.


  As expected, the huge body was quite heavy, and if such a thing fell from a high place with great force, the battleships of Ishtalika would have had no chance.


  “This is something…”


  There is no such thing as a sea dragon leaping out of the water. Is this just a coincidence, or has the sea dragon evolved, like the technology that Ishtalika boasts?


  “Commander! There’s another one coming to the surface!”


  A sea dragon, still full of power, appeared in front of the defeating team, which was reeling from the devastation that had just occurred. It was a very strategic move, and Chris felt a twinge of resignation.


  “…We’ll attack as before! Get ready!”


  But there was nothing they could do about it.


  There’s an impact that can’t be broken up, but if the same action is taken, it can buy time and reduce the strength of the sea dragon. However, the fire that had been lit in the oil on the surface of the sea had been extinguished due to the Sea Dragon leaping into the sea. The sea dragon swam on the sea’s surface with great enthusiasm and attacked the battleships around Chris.


  “Hey, it’s a lie, isn’t it!’ You’ve got to be kidding me!”


  “Run… escape! Please!”


  The knights around Chris let out a cry of grief, but the Sea Dragon, which was full of energy, easily turned one of the ships into pieces.


  If this happens, the balance will collapse. Even though they’ve been able to maintain their front line on the edge until now, they no longer have the strength to do so.


  “…It’s coming this way! Hurry up and get ready!”


  Chris, who was still standing strong, did her best to hide the trembling in her hand, even though she had no way to do anything about it. Eventually, the sea dragon dived into the sea again and came closer, escaping from the magic and bows that were released on the surface of the sea.


  Perhaps the sea dragon understood.


  With the opportunity created by the other sea dragon, the opponent no longer has the strength to stop its attack. Then the sea dragon resurfaced. In order to destroy the battleship that Chris is riding with his huge body…


  (Hah… I wanted to see the forest of my hometown at the end… I also made Olivia-sama cry at the end, and I wanted to talk to her and Ain-sama properly.)


  Even though Chris did not show the knights that she had given up, she whispered her regrets in her heart. She then took out the necklace she wore around her neck from inside her armor. It was a gift from Ain, a precious memory for her.


  (Ain-sama… just one word, I wanted to hear your voice at the end. Please get along with Olivia-sama and Krone-sama for many years to come.)


  The fact that she enjoyed every single day with him is burned into her mind, and she can’t get rid of it. She put her helmet back on profoundly so that the people around her would not see her tearful figure.


  “──Give it a shot with all of your might! Do not let such a monster get close to our continent, where the soul of the first king lives!”


  Hearing the announcement, the attackers shouted strongly.


  We will not die in vain. If we can’t kill it, we’ll gouge out its eyes like we did the other one! And with that, they were ready to intercept the sea dragon. Eventually, the sea dragon came to the surface and aimed. Ahead of it was Chris, who was in command.


  But just as the strike team was preparing to die…


  “Eh… fog?”


  There was a thick fog on the sea. When they looked at it, they saw that it was only around the sea dragon, and the sea dragon, startled by it, let out a different kind of bewildered roar.


  It was thick, white fog with a somewhat sweet scent.


  Many of the adventurers and Chris recognized it. A deep forest and a dangerous area inhabited by monsters. There are plant-based monsters that deceive and prey on living things, but there’s no way these forest-dwelling monsters would appear at sea.


  “…S-ship…?”


  A ship was approaching from the other side of the Sea Dragon, deep in the mist. Soon after Chris noticed it, the ship fired a cannon at the Sea Dragon with a roar, and the Sea Dragon turned its body away from the battleship Chris was riding.


  In the silence that had appeared on the battlefield, Chris used her wind magic and focused her ears…


  “Ain-sama! What’s that mist? If you don’t tell me first, I won’t be able to do anything!”


  “Ah, I’m sorry… But look, the sea dragon has turned to me, so please excuse me…”


  It was the kind of talk that wouldn’t be out of place in a place like this, where anyone could be distracted.


   


  

  


   


  “But Ain-sama. Shouldn’t we have just kept attacking in the fog?”


  “No, I don’t think so. If it dives into the sea, it can evade the attack… Even so, it looks like it was really close.”


  The battle situation is hopeless, no matter how it looks. If he hadn’t been able to stop the sea dragon’s attack a few moments ago, he’d have felt a hair-raising sense of dread all over his body.


  “Yeah… You’re right. …The sea dragon quickly fled into the sea.”


  “Then let’s go a little further while we still can.”


  “Is that as far as the battleship Chris-sama is on?”


  “That’s what I mean. I’ll take care of the sea dragon so that Dill can protect the ship.”


  “Haha… It’s funny that the guard is just guarding the ship, isn’t it…?”


  Dill instructed the sailors to move closer to the battleship Chris was on. The Glacier family’s ship boasts a high attack power.


  Of course, they also have several means of attacking from the bottom of the ship. The sea dragon, perhaps wary of the fog earlier, has dived deep and hidden itself.


  The ship, with its furnaces running at full speed, quickly approached the battleship Chris was riding. They reached a distance where they could have a conversation without using magic if they shouted loud enough.


  “A-Ain-sama…! Why are you here?”


  “Hello, Chris-san. It’s been a while. I heard you were in trouble, so I came to help you.”


  Not only Chris but also the knights and adventurers were wondering what he was talking about. That’s how ridiculous Ain’s behavior was. After all, if he told them that he had come to this place to help them, it was only natural that they would have difficulty finding something to say.


  “Why… why did you come! Your Majesty and Olivia-sama! Lloyd-sama did not stop Ain-sama?”


  “Of course, he stopped me! I had to force my way here!”


  Then how did you get here? But the means are not important at this time. The most important problem is that the crown prince is coming to this place.


  “You should go back to…”


  “You’re not going to say that I should go back to the capital now, are you? You know it’s impossible!”


  It was true, but Chris wanted Ain to go back to a safe place, even if it meant betting on a low possibility.


  “No matter how good your skills are, Ain-sama, you’re too incompatible against a sea dragon!”


  In fact, if comparing the pure strength of Dullahan and the Sea Dragon, Dullahan has the upper hand. However, when it comes to fighting at sea, that advantage disappears as it is the main battlefield of the sea dragons.


  And one more thing, Ain is not a Dullahan. Even though he has the powerful skills of a dark knight, he does not have the strength of a Dullahan himself.


  “Ain-sama, it’s about time…!”


  Dill reported to Ain while looking at the sea.


  “Ah, okay. …Chris-san!”


  “Yes, I can hear you! Please return to the port, please! Please…!”


  But Ain didn’t even look back at Chris; he stood at the head of the ship and turned away. After a while, he took a deep breath and said with an air of dominance that has never been experienced before.


  “…I give you a royal decree in the name of Ain von Ishtalika! Chris! Use your ship to support the Glacier family’s ship from behind to prevent it from being swept away!”


  “──R-royal decree…? Ain-sama! What!”


  Chris couldn’t hide his surprise at Ain’s sudden order. Her voice trembled in agitation at the sight of the crown prince in such a place. The adventurers and the knights were also flustered. This was because the crown prince had not only appeared in such a deadly place but had also suddenly given an order.


  “Dill. I’ll leave the ship in your hands.”


  “Yes. As you wish.”


  Standing at the ship’s head, Ain took a deep breath and stretched out his arms and legs.


  “Ain-sama! What are you doing…? Please don’t do this!”


  “It is unforgivable for the Vice Commander of the royal knights to disobey the orders of the crown prince. Chris, carry out my orders. In the meantime, I…”


  ──Gyaaaaaaaaa… The sea dragon appeared on the surface of the sea with a roar.


  It checked Ain from some distance away from Glacier’s ship and started rushing straight into him.


  “I’ll fight this one.”


  After absorbing the cursed magic stone, Ain had grown a lot again. Although he could not confirm with his status card, he could be sure that his much stronger magical power would allow him to use his illusory hand even more strongly than before.


  Six illusory hands appeared from his back, filled with an even more muscular and disastrous power than before.
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  “…Don’t worry, I can do it…!”


  This is something that nobody would have expected.


  Ain spread his six illusory hands like spider legs and pressed them against the giant head of the sea dragon, single-handedly stopping the rush that could be called a disaster.


  (Instructor Kaizer, the training for receiving the Red Bison… is surprisingly useful!)


  However, the impact didn’t rest and was transmitted to the Glacier family’s ship, causing it to move backward. The battleship that Chris was on held it down, killing much of the impact.


  “I’ll win the first move… Sea Dragon!”


  No one thought that a single person could hold back the rush that such a huge body could make. Chris finally understood what was meant when she was told to support the ship. But she still hadn’t caught on to the fact that Ain had done so much.


  “A… Ain-sama! I’ve never heard of a head-on fight!”


  “It’s because I didn’t say that! And sorry, Dill, I’m going to go swimming now… so I’d appreciate it if you’d wait for me when I get back.”


  “Swimming…? What are you planning to do?”


  “It would be great if I could continue the attack. But it won’t work that way because it’s still alive.”


  At the end of the illusory hand that was created at length is the figure of a sea dragon that is about to attack while roaring. At any moment, its momentum would explode, and it would take all of Glacier’s ships and Chris’s battleship with it.


  Eventually, as Ain said, the situation changed. The sea dragon lowered its body and began to move as if it were diving under the sea.


  “So I will fight alone ─ it’s a game of who will go down first, this guy… or me!”


  In the end, he unleashes his seventh illusory hand and thrusts it into Sea Dragon’s forehead.


  The tip is equipped with Katima’s special claws, and it is obvious that this one is the [Dark Straw] skill. The claw pierced through the forehead and reached the magic stone of the sea dragon. The sea dragon’s face was distorted in pain, and it screamed loudly.


  “…The name [Dark Straw] might be a little less cool for this occasion.”


  Ain fixed his body with six remaining illusory hands and was dragged into the sea with the momentum of the sea dragon.


  “Ain-sama… Ain-sama!”


  In the midst of the changed battle situation, Chris raised a sorrowful voice to the sea.


   


  ──The sea dragon dived into the sea and continued to move downward.


  The water pressure was problematic, but since Ain had absorbed the cursed magic stone, he somehow understood a little about how to protect himself. So now it was a battle between physical strength, magic power, and also oxygen.


  (Sea Dragon, it’s a race to the finish. Stay with me until the end…!)


  What Ain thought of was a simple and straightforward method. If he could absorb it, he would win. If he ran out of energy before that, he would lose. He has a bag of Heal Bird magic stones on his waist. It’s also a match between himself and the sea dragon, including that.


  ──Gaaah… aaaaa….!


  It could tell that the contents of its magic stone are being sucked out. The sea dragon screams in pain and just keeps shaking its head to pull Ain away from its head.


  (Don’t move around like that. I’m in pain too; it’s the same condition…!)


  It’s getting darker and darker, and Ain feels a little scared, but it’s too late now. No matter how much fear he feels, the only way he will be able to see the sky in the future is after he defeats the sea dragon.


  (Damn… I can’t believe I have to use this already…)


  His physical strength is exhausted. Multifulses to the magic power and mental strength to control a large moving sea dragon and many illusory hands. The only means of recovery is to consume the Heal Bird magic stone.


  If it consumes enough to use one, it will not be long before it is used again. A few seconds pass, another magic stone is consumed, and the magic stones disappear one after another.


  (…There’s a limit to how much I can breathe, so get down!)


  A few tens of seconds after being pulled into the sea. There is a limit to the amount of time a person can endure without breathing. As for the oxygen needed, it was not something that could be recovered from Heal Bird’s magic stone.


  However, it must be painful to have the contents sucked out of the magic stone while still alive, and the screaming roar became even more powerful, and the desperation of the sea dragon could be seen in its movements.


  (But, Sea Dragon. You’re amazing… You are the most delicious. I’ve never tasted anything like this before. If it weren’t for this moment, I would have enjoyed it even more…!)


  It has a rich taste and aroma as if only the flavor and extract of seafood were condensed. Is it fish, or is it crustaceans like crab? Does it taste like scallops or other shellfish? He couldn’t tell which flavor it was.


  But it was true that it tasted better than any other food he had ever eaten.


  (I can even think about the taste at a time like this. ──I am really a magic stone gourmet!)


  A minute has already passed since he entered the water. In addition to the difficulty in breathing, the lack of oxygen has also slowed down his body movements.


  If the illusory hand is removed, then at that point, Ain is defeated, and the sea dragon will do as it pleases and disposes of his life.


  ──Aaa… aaaaaaaahh!


  However, the sea dragon also wields power in a desperate attempt to kill. The momentum of the sea dragon, which is really a deadly force, is strong, and the limits of Ain’s grip and limbs are approaching.


  (I can still squeeze you out…! If the power is not enough, I can force it out! There’s such good quality nutrition, after all!)


  While absorbing from the sea dragon, he used the power he absorbed to apply pressure. The number of illusory hands also increased to nine. Since a lot of magic power is put into each of them, the burden is proportionally greater.


  And finally…


  (…No way, the Heal Bird’s magic stone is already finished…!)


  After that, he had to make do with his guts. But still, the firepower is not enough.


  As far as he can see, the sea dragon is on the verge of death, but more than that, Ain’s body is also close to the limit. Tears of blood were flowing from his eyes, and the skin on his arms was peeling apart. His oxygen was almost at its limit, his vision was dark, and his consciousness was fading.


  (I guess I couldn’t win… But you’re going to die sooner or later, aren’t you, Sea Dragon? Then let’s call it a draw…)


  He really wanted to win. He wanted to go back to the castle and live with everyone as before. At least Chris would be able to go home now. Even if Ain had died, the sea dragon would have died soon…


  (He wore black armor, and his sword fights were unparalleled. I wanted to be as strong as such a Dullahan…── But well, I’ll do this…!)


  It was the end. But Ain was annoyed that he could not directly wound it with his own hands. Then Ain pulled out a dagger from his waistband.


  It’s a beautiful black dagger that Laralua gave to Ain as a gift ─ a dagger that Ain now loves and can call his partner.


  (Well, that’s the last of it then, Sea Dragon! …You were delicious, though I hate you for losing.)


  Muttering one last time in his mind, Ain thrust his dagger at the magic stone on the forehead of the sea dragon.


  (I’m sorry, mother. Krone, Chris-san…)


  There was a gut-wrenching sound of flesh ripping, and Ain’s dark straw pulled out of the sea dragon’s forehead. The illusory hand vanishes its figure one after another.


   


  ──Guaa, aaaaa…!?


  But then, something happened that Ain, who let go of his consciousness, did not expect. Immediately after Ain let go of his consciousness, the black dagger developed a black mist-like aura, even though it was in the sea.


  As the black aura gradually spread, it filled the inside of the magic stone of the sea dragon with jet black. The sea dragon’s eyes eventually lost their light, and it stopped moving completely.


  At the same time, a crunching sound echoed throughout the sea, which was nothing more than the moment when the magic stone of the sea dragon cracked and the sea dragon lost its breath. After the dull sound, the black dagger disappeared like smoke with a black aura.


   


  


  Chapter 6 – The Return of The Crown Prince


  The commotion at sea was over. The port town of Magna was filled with great joy. Even the absolute ruler of the sea, the Sea Dragon, and the mighty nation of Ishtalika are not immune to the damage caused by these vicious monsters ─ and this time, two of them had shown up.


  The people of the port town of Magna, without exception, were trembling with fear. Nevertheless, there is a reason why the town is currently filled with tremendous cheers.


  Despite the devastation, many members of the raiding party survived. Many of those who were thrown overboard were rescued and returned to the port city. In addition, the team brought back the corpse of the sea dragon. They tied them up and forcibly dragged them to the port.


  The people were surprised to see the large, overwhelming aura of the sea dragons, but they were even more delighted when they witnessed the fact that two of them had been killed.


  In the midst of such festivities, on the deck of the Glacier family’s ship, a beautiful woman was holding a boy in her lap, waiting for him to wake up. Her eyebrows were lowered anxiously, but the corners of her mouth lifted as he opened his eyes.


  “Hmm, this is…”


  “You’re awake. Stupid crown prince?”


  The boy opened his eyes and looked in the direction of the gentle, clear voice.


  “Hello. It’s been a while, Chris-san.”


  Chris’s eyes were red and bloodshot, and the area around them was swollen. Seeing this, Ain understood that Chris had been crying.


  “Don’t hello me. Ain-sama…!”


  Chris was not as dignified as usual, and her true self was coming out a little.


  “It’s terrible to be called stupid. I’m still the crown prince, after all, but…”


  “You can say whatever you want. Stupid, idiot!”


  In contrast to her beautiful appearance, Chris exuded a bit of femininity, which made Ain think she was a bit cute. At the same time, he felt that he was still alive.


  “But it seems that I managed to come back. I thought it was over, but…”


  “…Look at your chest.”


  “Um, my chest?”


  In the past, Warren had given him an accessory to protect his body, the Crimson Jade, which was supposed to be attached to his chest. However, the Crimson Jade seems to have been shattered to pieces and is nowhere to be seen.


  “Huh? The crimson jade is broken.”


  “That stone has the property of activating when your life is in danger. That’s why Ain-sama didn’t drown in the sea and managed to stay alive until he came to the surface…!”


  Ain had heard of the fact that it can be activated when there is danger. He thought it was great to hear that it had such a function, but the crimson jade was already broken protecting him.


  “I see. That’s why I was saved.”


  “You can’t really… do something like that again. Please… never ever do that again, okay…?”


  “Ah, yeah… Well, it doesn’t happen all the time, and I think I’m okay now.”


  She was glad that Ain had come to save her. Chris was so happy to lend her lap to the opposite sex, even if it was Ain, but her frustration was different.


  “Besides, I heard from Dill. You even used the royal decree and came at us with the force that can crush the royal water train.”


  “…He needs a sermon.”


  “N-no, it’s not! I think Ain-sama is the one who needs a sermon!”


  He was indeed aware that he pushed himself too hard today. But being lectured by Chris now was going to make him tired, so he wanted to avoid it somehow.


  “W-well, well… Ah! By the way, you brought the corpse of the sea dragon, too, huh… It’s so big!”


  Even from Chris’s lap, he could see the huge body of the sea dragon nearby. The power of the body was astounding, even though it was just tied up with a string.


  “Y-yeah… after what you did, you’re still surprised by its size now?”


  “I didn’t really care about the size of it at the time…”


  “Hah… That’s okay. Also, the entire body of the sea dragon is a valuable material.”


  He was convinced when he heard that. Since it was such a powerful monster, even its bones could be used.


  “Ah! That reminded me. Chris-san, I have something important to tell you!”


  “What’s so important about…? Are you still having problems with your body…?”


  “The magic stone of the sea dragon was really delicious.”


  “…..”


  “Hey, Chris-san? Why are you silent?”


  It was an incredibly delicious meal. He wanted to tell her about it, but…


  Chris is losing color in his eyes and looks down at Ain with a cold expression.


  “…You are stupid crown prince, Ain-sama!”


  Ain looked back in frustration as he was lightly poked in the head with a pinch.


  “No, no. It was important to me, you know! Good grief Chris-san… why do you deny it so bluntly…”


  “H-huh? Why are you making it sound like I’m in the wrong?”


  Ain’s words caused Chris to lose her strength, as if emotionally drained. But soon, the two of them looked at each other and smiled softly as if to indicate that they were on the same page.


  “…Let’s go back to the castle. Everyone is waiting for us.”


  “Yes. I’ll make sure to protect the stupid crown prince.”


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  It had been a little while since Ain had woken up on Chris’s lap. In the main conference room of the castle, there was a lot of talk about the sea dragons and about Ain.


  “Was there a problem with the education I had given him? Or was it the fault of Olivia? Or was it because of a bad environment…? What do you think, Warren?”


  “I would also add his birth country to that list.”


  “I see. You have a point.”


  In the midst of all this tension, good news arrived.


  “Your Majesty. Pardon the intrusion.”


  Although Warren, the ministers, and the important figures were all present, the butler approached Sylvird directly, and the butler himself, with a look of surprise on his face, whispered in his ear.


  “…A-are you sure?”


  “Yes. This is a report received from the commander.”


  “Oya, Your Majesty? What happened?”


  Warren wondered when he saw Sylvird’s slightly dazed face. Sylvird doesn’t answer him but turns to Lloyd, who stands on the other side.


  “It’s about the punishment or reward. That is why I am troubled. I’m worried about the punishment for Ain and Dill.”


  Lloyd wondered what was troubling him. Even if Dill were to return, there was only one punishment. There was no other punishment but execution.


  “What is it that bothers you? There is only one punishment…”


  Before he could reply to Lloyd, Sylvird clapped his hands to draw attention to himself.


  “Everyone. The meeting against the Sea Dragon is now temporarily suspended.”


  There was no one who wasn’t surprised to hear those words. During a national crisis, closing the meeting in the middle of the country is insane.


  “Calm down. There is no need to hold a meeting. The raiding party took down one sea dragon, and then the crown prince, Ain, almost single-handedly took down the other one…! Although there was a lot of damage, more than half of the team members survived, and Commander Christina also survived safely…!”


  The crown prince Ain had defeated a sea dragon alone, a statement that made no sense. But the conference room, which had been silent for a moment, was soon enveloped in a whirlpool of joy. Even though it was still unclear how Ain had defeated the sea dragon, the fact that he had defeated a monster worthy of the national disaster was important.


  “Y-Your Majesty! Now that’s…!”


  “That’s ridiculous! Ain-sama defeated the sea dragon alone…?”


  Warren and Lloyd were as surprised as the others.


  “That’s why I told you, Lloyd. I want to evaluate and decide on both.”


  “Y-Your Majesty? I also understand the meaning of “punishment or reward.” But what Dill has done, and the fact that I have failed to stop Ain-sama is…”


  “But the results have been achieved. That gives me a reason to be worried. Dill took Ain to a dangerous place, but you can say that he was loyal if you look at it another way. However, it was not loyalty to the country but to Ain personally. I would say that this amounts to treason against my country.”


  Lloyd accepts quietly. There is nothing wrong with that.


  “But what about the result? Ain has done a heroic deed by killing a sea dragon. He also saved the life of Chris, the vice commander of the royal knights, who is our treasure, and brought many members of the team back alive. At least Ain couldn’t have done it without Dill’s help. Isn’t that right, Warren?”


  “That’s right. By the way, Your Majesty, how about the material of the sea dragon?”


  “I’ve heard that they brought the whole thing into the port.”


  “If that’s the case, then we wouldn’t have been able to get the materials for those two dragons if the party had been wiped out. If they brought in the entire material of the sea dragon, their achievement is immeasurable. It’s not something that can be bought with money.”


  The materials of the sea dragon are very precious, and if to consider how to use them, there are plenty of such things that can be obtained. It is not a material that can be obtained with money, and even in the past, when they defeated the sea dragon, they have not been able to bring back the whole thing. This time it was two whole dragons.


  “But that’s a problem, Your Majesty. It’s not good to leave him unpunished. He indeed put the crown prince in danger. But we can’t ignore Dill’s achievements, even if they are indirect.”


  “Yes, that’s why I can’t decide on a punishment.”


  Lloyd found a little hope when he heard this. Even though he and his son had caused trouble and damage, Lloyd could still only think of the possibility that his son would not be executed.


  “Your Majesty! I beg you! Please save Dill and Martha’s heads by taking down Glacier family and my own head…”


  Lloyd said as he threw himself on the ground and shouted. In the presence of many influential people, he acted as if he didn’t care about the people around him.


  “…What Dill has done is a serious crime. But, Lloyd, you can’t ignore what he’s done.”


  “…Wha!”


  For a few tens of seconds, Sylvird thought about it. Eventually, he decided that this would be a reasonable compromise and opened his mouth with a lightly twisted expression.


  “Dill’s status as a member of the Duke Glacier family has been removed. His status as a knight will also be removed, and he will be reduced to a commoner. In addition, the Glacier family will be fined the equivalent of ten years of annual income.”


  “Y-Your Majesty? Is it about the punishment…?”


  Lloyd asked back in dismay because the punishment was too light.


  “One last thing. Dill would be offered eighty years of national service. I’ll leave the details up to Ain.”


  National service, as the term implies, is a punishment for serving one’s country. It is imposed within humane limits. Although life is guaranteed and life is not taken, some freedom will be taken away, but it is a sweet decision to leave it to Ain.


  “T…Thank you for your generosity…!”


  Lloyd shed a tear at the decision. It was a relief to know that Dill would not die and that Martha would not be punished.


   


  

  


   


  Ain was puzzled. He had moved to a corner of the military port to have a quick meal, but he couldn’t help but smile at his lack of strength in his hands.


  “No, I can’t move my arms…”


  At that moment, Chris felt unsteady and collapsed into a chair. Dill, who was sitting right beside him, managed not to collapse but said with a sigh.


  “You should not say such things so lightly…”


  “I’m fine. I can feel the numbness and stuff. It’s probably because I overworked my body too much, and the repercussions are strong in my body… Yes, you should get up too, Chris-san.”


  But the aloof Ain was unaffected by Dill’s great concern. Chris has been in the same situation for a long time now.


  “Wha? I had a dream that Ain-sama’s hand stopped functioning…”


  “It’s not a dream. And it’s not like it’s going to be immobilized for the rest of my life; it will heal if I rest properly.”


  “Geez! You’re not a doctor; what are you talking about? Come on, let’s go!”


  “Wait… eh, where are we going?”


  “There are many healers in this port city! So, of course, we’re going to the healers!”


  “No, wait… Dill! Help me!”


  “Chris-sama. I just heard that we’re going to the capital by ship.”


  Dill changed the subject without answering Ain, who was supposed to be his master.


  “Yes. We’re supposed to take Princess Olivia’s battleship to the port of the royal capital.”


  “If that’s the case, why don’t you go to Princess Olivia’s battleship now? In addition to that, I think it would be better if you strapped Ain-sama to the bed and let him recover for a while.”


  “Wha… O-oi! Dill!?”


  The sudden betrayal made Ain’s blood boil, and then he saw Dill’s face as if he had accomplished something.


  “That’s fine too. …Let’s go, Ain-sama.”


  “Wait, don’t lift me up! It’s a little embarrassing, so at least let me walk!”


  Dill said he would have the food brought to him, and eventually, after much pleading, Ain was allowed to walk. Chris grabbed his hand to keep him from running away, which made him feel embarrassed.


  “Well, Ain-sama. Please take a good night’s rest.”


  “D-Dill, you’re a traitor!”


  “That’s not true. I’m only worried about your health, Ain-sama.”


  Dill laughs sadly as he stares at Ain’s back as he is being brought away and when Ain is out of sight.


  “…Ain-sama, today is the last day of my escort duty. It wouldn’t hurt to have some fun, at least for the last time as we did earlier.”


  It was only natural that he would be punished. At least, he understands that his execution is inevitable. He apologized in his heart to his father and mother for his lack of filial piety.


  “But I have no regrets. So my loyalty was justified.”


  He was able to help the crown prince, Ain, with the utmost loyalty. The thought that he would be executed did not dampen his spirits.


  “It’s a little sad to be alone, but the aftermath is not so bad. …It’s also good to have a meal with Ain-sama today.”


  Dill’s chest is filled with pride. The fact that Ain, who he has been watching over next to him, has become a hero makes him feel even happier than he himself does.


   


  ──A few minutes after Chris took Ain. He was surrounded by healing magic tools and received healing magic from many healers.


  “The next time, if you’re not careful, your arm might lose its function completely. Or your arm could be torn to shreds.”


  “…Understood. Thanks for the advice.”


  “I’m glad you understand. But how did you end up with this kind of damage…? It’s well beyond the damage that a person can take…”


  The healer left the room, muttering his thoughts, and Chris approached the bed where Ain lay.


  “It was a fight beyond the realm of humanity. I think the healer is right.”


  “Haha… a lot of things have happened.”


  Then it’s time for the following sermon. Ain regained his composure a bit.


  “Then… you must be hungry, let’s eat, shall we?”


  “H-huh?”


  “Yes? What’s wrong?”


  He was taken aback. Ain felt that her voice was gentle and sweet, as were her words.


  “Did you think I was going to lecture you?”


  “N-no, not at all…”


  “Good grief… It’s only for today. I’ll let you off the hook.”


  Chris is sweet and also kind. No, she’s always kind, but the sign she’s giving off now is lovely. Her devotion had always been like that, but now it was even more sophisticated.


  “Excuse me. Let me help you.”


  Chris took the bowl in her hand and scooped it up with a spoon.


  “No, no, Chris-san! That’s really embarrassing!”


  “Fuh… fuh… Then how do you eat it?”


  The meal, which was cooled by her breath, raised a thin layer of steam. She brings the spoon to Ain’s mouth, but he is too embarrassed to open his mouth.


  “…Don’t be stubborn; just eat your food and let your body heal.”


  There was no other way to eat. Ain broke at the seriousness of her eyes.


  “Yeah… yeah. It’s rice.”


  He couldn’t taste it. He was too mentally tense to do so. But as he chewed and swallowed, his body rejoiced at the nourishment that had reached his stomach.


  “Does it taste good?”


  He couldn’t say that he couldn’t taste it. It would cause other worries this time. But it was different not to say anything when Chris was doing this for him.


  “It’s delicious. Thank you, Chris-san.”


  The food was made with seafood from Magna, and it must have been so delicious that his cheeks dropped. She answered, smiling inwardly, guessing that it was indeed a lie.


  “Fufufu, then… I’m happy too.”


  …Chris’s smile leaked out naturally.


  A faint crimson appeared on her skin, reminiscent of white porcelain, and Ain admired her clear blue jade eyes.


  ──Oh, thank God. I was really able to save Chris-san…


  The tension broke, and he smiled, and his green eyes, like Olivia’s, were filled with thin tears.


  “A-Ain-sama! Was it still hot? I’m sorry, I was…”


  “Hahahaha…! That’s funny, that’s just like Chris-san…! But it’s okay; I was just fine. Come on; I’m hungry!”


  Ain had never felt more accomplished than he did today. He had once made a big speech at a party at the castle, but unlike that time, the victory over the sea dragon, which he had carried out entirely on his own, had given him the feeling that he was somewhat closer to becoming the first king.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The port of the royal capital was filled with good news. People were waiting for Ain and the others to come down from Princess Olivia’s battleship that had just arrived. At the top of the list were Sylvird, Lloyd, Warren, and other important figures.


  “But it’s impressive. Ain-sama killed that thing.”


  Warren said, looking at the corpse of the sea dragon moored to the two battleships accompanying Princess Olivia’s battleship.


  “I also agree. What a large… majestic and terrible sight.”


  “U-umu… how on earth did Ain-sama manage to kill it…?”


  In the meantime, Ain got down from Princess Olivia’s battleship; Chris and Dill, who came from a little behind, stood in front of Sylvird. The people of the royal capital cheered at the arrival of Ain and the others, who were already called heroes.


  “…I’m back. Your Majesty.”


  As expected, Ain was not as innocent as usual, and it was clear that he was slightly distracted. But even within that, there was a hint of pride.


  “I have many things on my mind. But first, as a king, I should say this. Ain, you have done a great job!”


  “Welcome back, Ain-sama. I was very surprised that you managed to kill such a magnificent sea dragon…”


  “Ain-sama, thank you for coming back safely. …Dill, do you understand the situation?”


  “Yes. Your Excellency the Marshal… No, Father. I understand everything I’ve done. And prepared.”


  After greeting Ain, Lloyd still gave Dill a stern look. But Ain disciplined his emotions and changed his expression.


  “Lloyd.”


  His current voice is as domineering as it was when Ain declared himself the crown prince at the party.


  “…What!”


  What’s more, this was the first time he had ever called Lloyd by name only. Lloyd was flustered, and those around them were all astonished.


  “This is what “I” ordered. I will not allow you to complain about what I have ordered in the name of the crown prince.”


  Warren was the most surprised to hear this. He felt that the presence of the king that Ain gave off was the capacity of a strong king, even stronger than the young Sylvird.


  “──Ain-sama! …No, Your Highness! No matter how much you say so…!”


  “I will not repeat it again, Lloyd. I will not have you complain about my orders any longer.”


  Nobody can complain. With this in mind, Ain spoke, but his words were more powerful than he thought. He took Lloyd’s silence as approval and continued to defend Dill.


  “I know I need to decide on some of the royal decrees I’ve exercised. But there is no need to do it here and now.”


  When Ain said that he had exercised some of them, Dill and Sylvird, and Warren understood his intentions.


   


  Eventually, the group got on a carriage and returned to the castle through the main street filled with stalls and crowds.


  “Ain-sama. May I ask you one question?”


  “Hmm? What is it, Warren-san?”


  “…What exactly are the contents of some royal decrees?”


  Dill and Lloyd shook their bodies when they heard these words. Ain also frowned at Warren’s tone of voice and thought about it for about ten seconds to make sure that his words were correct before opening his mouth.


  “The first is that I forced the royal water train to start operating. The other two are that I ordered Dill to prepare a horse, advise and guard me.”


  He also ordered Chris to do the same once, but he omitted it for now because he talked about Dill.


  “W-what are you talking about… Ain-sama!”


  It was only natural that Dill objected strongly. It’s disrespectful to interrupt the crown prince’s words, but no one pointed that out. However, Ain did not answer Dill but controlled him with his hand and stared into Warren’s eyes.


  “But did you consider the possibility of being expelled from the royal family if it was inappropriate?”


  “I did. I thought about it, but I couldn’t keep silent when I weighed the lives of Chris-san and the others.”


  “Certainly you were able to save them. But if you failed, our country would have lost even the crown prince. You’ve made Olivia-sama and also Lady Krone sad.”


  He understood that as much as it hurt. He can easily imagine that they were crying, although Ain did not see the tears of Krone.


  ──However.


  “The first king achieved victory over the demon king. But if he fails, there will be no Ishtalika. There are some mistakes that can be made, and some thoughts can be had if he fails. But, Warren-san, do you think that the first king was wrong?”


  “…That’s too polemical. It is a childish opinion with a lot of room for debate. But…”


  Warren’s voice quivered with nostalgia as he answered.


  “When you say it, it’s even more convincing.”


  The meaning of Warren’s words was vague, and Ain tilted his head. He wanted to ask what he meant, but before he could, Chris stepped forward with a tireless walk.


  “…Warren-sama. This is my fault. Because of my command and my lack of strength, Ain-sama has come to me. Ain-sama is a very kind and honorable man. I think I am the one who needs to be punished.”


  Chris pleaded, “Please don’t punish Ain-sama.” It was the first time they had seen Chris like this, and they were all taken aback by her behavior.


  “Chris-san, I want you to be quiet for now.”


  “B… but!”


  “Haahahahahaha! It’s like we’re the bad guys, isn’t it, Warren?”


  “Fufu…Yes, really. It would be a pity to drag this out, so why don’t you tell him?”


  Warren encouraged Sylvird with a smile. After a while, Sylvird began to talk as if he had no choice.


  “I don’t like the idea that all is well when the end is good. There is no denying that it is necessary to consider both reward and punishment.”


  He spoke up and looked at Ain.


  “Warren, about the reward and punishment.”


  “Ha…! Now, I believe that a single sea dragon is worth about twenty years of the national budget.”


  This time, it’s worth two. In other words, the fact that he enriched the national treasury so much is too great that the royal decree that was ordered will not be punished.


  “However, since there is the matter of using up the royal water train and the Glacier family’s ship, no reward will be given.”


  Apparently, it was an offset. There is no doubt that Ain is grateful for this.


  “It’s just like Warren said. And for the rest, you will be under house arrest in the castle for two months. Understood?”


  “…Yes. Thank you for your generous punishment.”


  “And now, Lloyd. This is your punishment.”


  Sylvird then looked at Lloyd.


  “Yes!”


  “The punishment for not being able to stop Ain is as already stated. You will be fined and stripped of your position as a knight of Ishtalika. You’ll no longer be a marshal.”


  “…As you wish.”


  “Then, as a reward, Chris will be promoted to the position of marshal. I won’t accept any objections.”


  Chris almost shouted in surprise at the sudden appointment, but she quietly bowed her head in front of the king.


  “Lloyd, from this moment on, you will be my personal guard. You must work hard and risk your life.”


  Just as he was about to retire, Lloyd looked up in a panic at the words.


  “Y-Your Majesty…?”


  His voice trembled, and there was a hint of timidity in it as if he was asking if he had heard wrong.


  “Lloyd-dono. Your Majesty is in trouble, too.”


  “Indeed. Good gracious… What do you want me to do, you idiot? He saved the port city of Magna, brought two sea dragons to the country, saved Chris, a valuable knight, and rescued the raiding party. How can I punish those who have accomplished so much so strongly?”


  They saved the lives of tens of thousands of people, provided the country with decades’ worth of national budget, and rescued valuable warriors. In the end, those who had made such achievements could not be strongly punished.


  “Well, then, Your Majesty… what is the punishment for Dill for following me…?”


  Sylvird waved his hand in a cumbersome manner to Ain, who asked fearfully.


  “There is no such thing. There will be no punishment. And I’m tired of it. Don’t call me Your Majesty for now.”


  “Then, Grandfather! Dill can’t be punished for anything, can he…?”


  “Fumu. That’s what I said.”


  And then Warren explains why he can’t be punished.


  “Your Majesty has no choice, Ain-sama. He can punish you for using the royal decree, but he can’t punish Dill for the decree… Hahaha!”


  However, he can’t punish Ain either because of the achievements that Ain has made. Sylvird might be called naive by the people around him. They might say that he made an incorrect decision as a king. Even so, he had no regrets about making this choice.


  “Oops, but Ain-sama? What kind of punishment will you receive from Olivia-sama and Lady Krone? We will not be involved in any way…”


  Especially from Olivia.


  He would be scolded for causing a ridiculous amount of worry. Krone will also be angry, but these things are inevitable and must be endured.


  “Ain-sama, I’ll go with you too… okay?”


  Ain felt relieved that he had successfully completed the day’s events.


   


  

  


   


  “──Ain!”


  As soon as he entered the castle. Just as he was about to call out to his mother, she held him by her bountiful chest.


  “I’m sorry… I’m back now.”


  Ain was heartbroken to see Olivia in tears and put his arms around her back as she began to cry.


  Krone approaches from behind Olivia.


  “Welcome back. Your Royal Highness, the crown prince who makes women cry.”


  The swollen look around her eyes was unmistakable, and it was clear that she had been crying ever since she had seen Ain off during the day, though Krone had probably tried to cover it up with makeup.


  He smiled back at her, saying sorry for what happened.


  “…Stupid.”


  She replied with a cheerful look on her face, which was not like her.


  “Um, I’m sorry for making you worry.”


  “Geez… you say that so lightly. But you’ve changed a bit since you became a hero, haven’t you?”


  “I’ve changed?”


  “Yeah. You’ve become a little cooler. Did defeating the sea dragon make you lose weight? Or is it because you made so many women cry that you became skinny? …I’m surprised you’re calmer than I thought.”


  “…I’m sorry, I said I was sorry.”


  It was nice to be complimented, but it was also typical of her to complain afterward.


  “But I’m glad. I’m glad you came back like this… I will forgive you for today.”


  “…I’m glad to be able to talk to Krone again.”


  “Fufu, thanks for that. But you know that Ain has to clean Olivia-sama’s room, right?”


  “Eh… cleaning?”


  “You will help Martha-san tomorrow, okay?”


  When Krone said this, Olivia pulled away from Ain and covered her face with her hands in embarrassment. Ain can’t move his hands in the first place, he thought, wondering what on earth this was all about.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The next morning, Ain visited the infirmary in the castle early in the morning to check his arms. He was terribly worried that the corresponding healer was Katima, but surprisingly, she carefully moved her paw and replaced the bandages and other parts of Ain’s arms.


  A little while later, he was eating in the infirmary with Chris’s assistance.


  “──So, for a clumsy girl, you’re pretty caring too, huh-nya?”


  Katima, sitting on a round chair in the infirmary, seemed to be enjoying herself. When she saw Chris taking care of Ain and bringing food to his mouth with a spoon, Katima felt like making fun of the peaceful atmosphere.


  Chris was in a good mood and smiled warmly some more as if she was getting used to it. Ain, who is dissatisfied, says with a pout on his lips.


  “…It was gonna be such a spectacle, so I thought I’d just have breakfast here.”


  “I see-nya. Last night everyone else was eating-nya, but Ain didn’t eat-nya, which means you were in your room with Chris helping you-nya?”


  “That’s right! If you know, you don’t have to ask.”


  “Oh… Geez, Ain-sama? Don’t move too fast…! You’re going to spill the food.”


  “…Yes, I’m sorry.”


  Although he accomplished an unprecedented achievement, the hero looks like just an embarrassed boy because of the elves guarding him. In fact, Olivia said last night, “I’ll take care of Ain.” The one who objected to that was Chris, and she turned red and insisted, “I’ll be the one who will take care of him!”


  She was surprised by Chris’s attitude, and in the end, it was left to Chris to take care of Ain.


  (My arm… please get well soon…)


  “Is it good, Ain-sama?”


  “Yes. I think it’s delicious… right? I think it’s really good.”


  Ain still can’t understand the taste of the food he has been eating since yesterday, but he has to get used to it or have to be patient for a few more days. Katima changed the subject while looking at Ain.


  “By the way, Ain. You said you absorbed the magic stone of the sea dragon, right-nya?”


  “I did; what’s wrong with that?”


  No longer resisting, Ain answered in a weak tone.


  “Show me your status-nya. I’m curious to see how strong you’ve become-nya.”


  “Oh… you’re right. Sorry, Chris-san. Can I see it now?”


  The status card that was shown greatly changed the expressions of the three of them.


   


  


  Ain von Ishtalika


  [Job] Named


  [Physical Strength] 4055


  [Magic Power] 7367


  [Attack Power] 473


  [Defense] 952


  [Agility] 395


  [Skills] Dark Knight / Great Magic Guidance/ Ocean Current / Dense Fog / Toxin Decomposition EX / Absorption / Gift of Training.


  


  Chris was surprised by the numbers, and Katima said with an agitated look and voice of a half-smile.


  “Do you know-nya? Named is a kind of job for monsters-nya. When did you stop being a person-nya?”


  “Something’s wrong. How did this happen?”


  He absorbed the cursed magic stone and the magic stone of the sea dragon. As for the sea dragon, it can not be said that it was completely absorbed. However, the degree of growth was out of the ordinary.


  “I’ve absorbed three national treasures; I should be a little stronger.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous-nya. Do you think eating a kilo of meat will make you gain a kilo-nya?”


  Ain nodded in agreement with her simple analogy.


  “I think the ocean current is the skill I got from the magic stone of the sea dragon. Even so, the sea dragon and the ocean current are…”


  “Fumu fumu, the other one is the Great Magic Guidance… the Great Magic Guidance-nya?”


  Then Katima left the infirmary with a look of surprise on her face.


   


  Ain wondered what was wrong with her, and within a few minutes, she returned, gasping for air.


  “──I’ve brought it with me-nya!”


  She said and spread out a book on the table in front of Ain. She brought two books, one of which was an illustrated book about monsters. The other was a book of an old elven script that she had bought with her allowance.


  She was so excited. Then Chris shouted “Wow” in surprise.


  “What does that expensive book have to do with it?”


  “This one I picked up by mistake, so I just brought it along-nya.”


  Ain looked at Katima, who was busily flipping through an illustrated book.


  “Here-nya. The Witch… like the Dullahan, it no longer exists, but it is the best at handling magic-nya.”


  Katima unfolded the document she had brought with her and showed it to everyone so they could see it. Depicted in the picture is a skeletal figure wearing a robe and holding a large staff.


  “The cursed magic stone that Ain absorbed was this Witch’s magic stone-nya! It’s rather fitting that it had enough magical power to release the curse if you ask me-nya!”


  “…Indeed. You’re probably right.”


  “Huh? Um, Katima-sama?”


  “Hmm? What is it-nya?”


  Chris spoke to her as if she had suddenly noticed something.


  “The skill Ain-sama gained is Great Magic Guidance, so it’s not the same as the Witch, right?”


  “Nya-nya-nya? What are you talking about-nya?”


  “Um… it’s written in the old Elvish script here, not in the document.”


  Katima tilted her head, then picked up the book and asked.


  “What do you mean-nya? You mean you can read this-nya?”


  “Yes, I can read it. My tribe is made up of old people. The book’s title is “An Investigation into the Truth about the Demon King and His Aides.” …I found it very interesting!”


  Katima made a dull sound and collapsed on the floor in a big heap as if she had frozen without saying a word.


  “Nya, what did you say-nya… I didn’t know there was someone so close to me who could read it; I should have just shown it to you from the beginning-nya…”


  “I mean, what’s with the title? I’m interested in The Truth about the Demon King.”


  “I’m curious, too-nya. But right now, I’m more interested in what Chris has to say. I’ll have Chris translate it for me later anyway-nya.”


  Then, under Katima’s direction, Chris turned the book to the appropriate page.


  “It’s this one. The Witch’s skill is [Magic Guidance], so it’s a little different.”


  “I don’t know what that means-nya. Can you explain in detail-nya?”


  (…Chris-san, you’re so knowledgeable!)


  Unlike her usual behavior, Ain was surprised that she had memorized a fact that Katima didn’t know. Ain thought it was a bit rude but waited for the book to be translated.


  “This monster here is an Elder Lich ─ the name is Elder Lich Sylvia. The Elder Lich has a habit of using its own core power to create daggers and pass them on to its guard. ──She supported the demon king along with Dullahan and contributed to the development of the demon king’s territory along with her husband Dullahan… husband!”


  Not only that. The illustration that was drawn regarding the dagger was exactly the same as the black dagger that Ain had lost.


  “Husband, huh… eh, that’s right, the Dullahan magic stone that I absorbed and that cursed magic stone… no, not just that, the dagger that the grandmother gave me could be…!”


  The two magic stones were a couple. That’s what it is. Furthermore, the dagger in the treasury is also related to that, and Ain was able to win the sea dragon thanks to the power of the magic stone couple and the dagger that Elder Lich created.


  (I see…! That’s why the illusory hand triggered on its own at that time…!)


  It’s too unrealistic a hypothesis.


  (Dullahan’s power was still alive in me, so he sensed his wife’s presence and was trying to bring her closer with his illusory hand?)


  That sign when he absorbed the cursed magic stone makes sense. However, the meaning of the “welcome back” that followed the “thank you” remained unknown.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Olivia’s room was in more disarray than expected. It wasn’t her rampage that had done it. It was just the nature of the dryad race, Ain had learned from her.


  “I’m sorry… I was so worried about you, Ain, that I couldn’t resist…”


  Last night, he went to Olivia’s room to see what Krone had told him about cleaning it. In a word, the room is full of nature.


  “…It’s full of tree roots and ivy.”


  The roots and ivy leaking out of the door made Ain’s face twitch.


  (Martha-san said that mother is a powerful dryad.)


  When he put his illusory hand on the door because his arm was still immobile, he could see the roots and ivy spreading like a spider’s web across the room, centering on the sofa where she usually sat.


  “After all, my nature is a dryad… That’s why when I don’t feel comfortable, I end up like this…”


  “I-I see. But you don’t have to look so embarrassed, do you?”


  Her appearance and the way she twists and turns her body are very attractive.


  “B…but! It can’t be helped but to feel embarrassed when you think that this is all my body…!”


  Ain was a little more convinced. There was the shame of being a dryad.


  “Will I be able to take out my roots too?”


  “Yes. Ain is more human than me, but when you are older, we can practice together, okay?”


  He was curious about what kind of practice it would be but decided to leave it for another day.


  So let’s get started, said Ain, approaching the sofa.


  “I’ll clean this up, and you can go outside…”


  As he was about to tell her to go outside and wait for him, she suddenly sat down on the sofa.


  “Well… Ain, come here?”


  She smiles like a holy mother and invites Ain in with a thump of her knee. Maybe she wants to have a little chat before cleaning.


  (Maybe because we didn’t have time to talk last night.)


  Ain sat down next to Olivia, feeling bad for making her worry.


  “No, no, not next to me. It’s here.”


  Olivia lifted him up half forcefully, and since she seemed to be heavy, Ain also lifted himself up. Eventually, Ain was hugged close to her chest without any resistance.


  “It’s okay now. You’ve done well… good boy, good boy.”


  In the midst of the sweet scent and warm softness of her bosom, tears suddenly appeared around Ain’s eyes at her sudden behavior.


  “H-huh…?”


  “It’s okay, my sweet boy. …You’ve worked so hard, haven’t you? It’s okay now. There’s nothing to worry about.”


  The tears did not stop, and Ain continued to cry. It was only when she regained consciousness in Chris’s lap that the tense threads broke. But he was aware that his mind was still in a state of tension, that his heart ached in Olivia’s arms.
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  “What’s wrong with me… why do I feel like this?”


  The overproduction of the brain drugs in order to save Chris had wiped out the fear from Ain’s mind that no normal person could imagine in the face of the disaster that was the sea dragon.


  That was the price. It was still fresh in his mind that Krone had surprised him when he returned to the castle last night. Her assessment that he was strangely calm was due to the fact that Ain was still in a catatonic state.


  “Yeah, yeah. You’ve done a lot of work. But you don’t have to worry anymore, and you don’t have to be afraid. Ain has come back to me. So you’re safe now.”


  He could have died; he could not have been saved. Chris might die in front of his eyes. There were so many reasons to be afraid. That mind that had been forcibly suppressed in his head was finally coming out as an emotion.


  “It’s okay to clean up whenever you want, so let’s just take it easy for now.”


  “…This is the first time I’ve felt this way… Please don’t tell anyone that I’ve shown you this…”


  He resisted with a shred of rationality and managed to show his mettle. However, seeing such Ain, Olivia hugged Ain even more tightly.


  “It’s okay. The Ain of today is the Ain that only I can see. I don’t want anyone else to see you like this.”


  As usual, she was a woman who was very good at making Ain feel sweet and indulgent. Hearing the regular beating of her body, Ain calmed his heart.


   


  Epilogue


  “So that’s why you’re here.”


  “Yeah. I got kicked out, you know?”


  “Sigh… Of course, you were kicked out. It hasn’t even been two days since the sea dragons’ incident. It’s no wonder Ain was kicked out of the training ground for trying to move your body.”


  “No, that’s true, but… I just can’t stand it, you know…?”


  I thought I could at least do some running ─ he said with what little feeble excuses.


  However, he was already reprimanded for leaving the castle by Sylvird, who said, “You are under house arrest for now, aren’t you?”


  So since he can only be in the castle, he went to Krone’s room.


  “Sigh… I don’t know if I’m not educated enough to understand what you’re saying…?”


  “…N-no. Maybe it’s just my fault.”


  “──Well, that’s fine. Now that I understand, can you come over here?”


  Ain, who was sitting on the couch opposite her, was called by Krone, and he sat down next to her without hesitation. He didn’t say it out loud, but he had made up his mind to listen to her obediently for a while, as he had caused her a lot of worries.


  “…Hmm. You’re so obedient.”


  “I’ve always been obedient.”


  “Is that so? If you were obedient, you wouldn’t have rejected me that day.”


  “…I didn’t reject you in the first place, did I?”


  “Fufu, yes. I think it’s an admirable gesture since you’re already making amends in your heart.”


  A cold sweat broke out as he realized that his emotions were leaking out. But there’s nothing he can do about it, and Ain recovered his expression.


  “You are an admirable man, Your Highness. It would be fine if you could get a little closer, though.”


  “Eh? Eh…?”


  She put her arm around him and leaned him. In the backside of Ain’s head were Krone’s thighs wrapped in a sweet floral scent.


  “Krone-san…? I mean, what’s the point of all this…?”


  “Ara, Didn’t you know this, Your Highness the crown prince? It’s a lap pillow.”


  “No, I know, but the suddenness of it surprised me, or so I thought.”


  “…I’m in the mood for this. So just come along with me, okay?”


  It’s not that he doesn’t like it when Krone does this. In fact, it’s the opposite. This is why he decided to keep quiet.


  Eventually, her hand stroked Ain’s hair, and the smooth feel of her skin focused his attention. The distance between them was so close that he could hear the gentle sound of her breathing, and her scent and warmth made him feel as if nothing existed but the two of them.


  “You can’t do anything reckless again, okay?”


  “I understand… I’m sorry…”


  The light coming in through the window was dazzling. As if she sensed it, Krone’s head shifted a little and provided Ain with some shade. The breeze through the room was pleasant and reminded Ain of the day he met Krone at Magna.


  The chirping of the birds outside reached the room, making it feel like a bit of music.


  “How’s it? Is it comfortable? Or do you not like it?”


  “…I like it so much that I would buy this pillow if I could.”


  “I’ll do it any time. You don’t have to buy it.”


  It’s special, you know? Said Krone. The words were so sweet that they almost made his cheeks melt.


  “Hey. How did you feel when you were fighting the sea dragon?”


  “…Are you curious?”


  Krone gently tapped Ain on the cheek for his mischievous reply.


  “Sorry. Well, I was just trying to do my best, that’s all. I didn’t have time to think about anything else.”


  “You weren’t afraid?”


  “Hmm…”


  He pondered and pondered, but still, there was no fear at the time.


  “It was only when I got home that I realized it was so scary. Even when I was dragged into the ocean, I found that its magic stones were delicious, and even though I had a hard time breathing due to the near-death battle, I didn’t find it strangely painful.”


  “But food during such a battle? We’ve got a very gluttonous hero here.”


  “It’s okay, isn’t it…? It says that’s how good it was…”


  “Hmm… you were tasting the sea dragon when I was worried about you.”


  “…I feel guilty when you say that.”


  Seeing Ain’s expression stiffen, Krone chuckles. She slipped her hand from stroking Ain’s hair and placed her hand lovingly across his cheek.


  “I’m sure Ain has saved a lot of lives, and I’m proud of that. But I want you to know that I was worried about you… okay?”


  Then she turned her head away.


  A bit of bright light shone into Ain’s face, which was her way of giving a little payback. A breeze shook the curtains, and the slow breeze reached them both. Krone’s hair swayed in the breeze, and Ain’s heart was stolen by a different scent from earlier.


  From outside, they could hear a few voices of the knights’ training.


  Krone listened.


  “No more training until you heal properly, okay?”


  “I’ll be under house arrest for the next two months, so it’s actually just about right.”


  “That’s true. His Majesty is so kind, isn’t he?”


  “I’m always grateful. Even for this.”


  Ain looked at Krone’s face from below. Her lips were well-shaped, glossy, and attractive, and Ain’s face moved as if he were being lured.


  “There, now. Be a good boy, okay?”


  “…Yes, yes.”


  That being said. Ain refrain to do so, raised his body and picked up a cup of tea. His arm was not in perfect condition, but this was nothing to worry about.


  “It’s a delicious cup of tea. The people at the castle have done a perfect job as always.”


  As always, tea at the castle is delicious. But the one who responded to the words of praise that naturally leaked out was Krone.


  “Fufu… I brewed that for you, you know?”


  Speaking of which, she has brewed the tea for him before. It is apparent that she has become much more skilled, and the tea she brewed was not much different from the one Martha brewed.


  She said to Ain in a teasing way and stood up with a light step.


  “It’s a beautiful day. I feel sorry for His Majesty and the others who are being pushed around by Ain.”


  “I-it’s okay now, isn’t it…?”


  “Ara ara, you’re so serious. …Then, I’ll stop saying it…”


  Ain couldn’t help but want to counterattack, so he decided to ask her about the words she had spoken before he went to help Chris.


  “Hey, Krone. Did you really mean what you said the other day?”


  “…What do you mean?”


  “No, no, no, you already know what I’m talking about, don’t you?”


  What she said was: “What if I tell you that you’re free to do whatever you want with me now?” Even though she said it to stop him, he couldn’t help but wonder how serious she was…


  But when asked, she just smiled smugly.


  “Hey… I’ve got a good thing for you, Ain.”


  “A good thing? What do you mean?”


  Krone looked out the window and continues her conversation without glancing back. Ain was watching her back, but after a few seconds, she said…


  “I like you, you know.”


  “…Y-you’re saying that all of a sudden… such an important thing…”


  It was all Ain could do to say.


  “This has not changed since I arrived in Ishtalika. No, it’s just grown bigger.”


  She continued to speak without ever looking back. Ain couldn’t see her expression, so he couldn’t tell how much she really meant it.


  “Why aren’t you looking at me? …And you say that like it’s a joke, but are you really serious?”


  “Well, I don’t know. You can take it any way you want, okay?”


  When being told to take it as he pleases, he can’t help but think about it. As for Ain, he knows that Krone has been thinking well of him. But the fact that he is not assured makes him a little uneasy. However…


  (Red…?)


  Krone turned her head slightly to the side. Ain could see it clearly from her profile. Krone’s cheeks were dyed red covertly.


  “But, you know. I’m always worried about you when you’re so reckless.”


  Whether her cheeks were red from the heat of the sun or because she was embarrassed to confess that she liked him, Ain could not confirm. He stared back at her for a moment.


  “So, you know? For example, if you make me worry a lot more in the future… I’m going to lock you in my room…”


  It’s a cute protest, but her earnest wish is hidden in plain sight.


  After a few moments of hesitation, Krone turned around, her skirt fluttering.


  “I do not have any idea about it… did I?”


  She folded her hips into a crook and lowered her posture slightly.


  Turning to Ain, she put her index finger to her mouth and spoke. Behind the dainty enough to admire, there is a sexiness that is not in keeping with her age.


  The light coming through the window shone against her back, divinely illuminating her glossy silver-blue hair.


  (…Beautiful)


  Then Ain stepped close to her.


  The two of them look at each other quietly, concentrating on each other so much that they can no longer hear the sounds around them.


  Krone saw Ain’s figure and just waited in silence. It’s not just his imagination that she, who usually has plenty of confidence, looks somewhat nervous at the moment.


  Three more steps, two more steps, and it seemed as if the distance between them would reach zero.


  “This is Martha. Ain-sama, His Majesty has contacted me…”


  As if they had been watching for the right moment, there was a knock on the door of Krone’s room. This is the moment when the two of them, who had been creating an air of otherworldliness, suddenly returned to their usual routine, as if the meeting had been settled.


  “…Too bad. It looks like our time is up.”


  She sticks out her tongue to show her mischievousness, but Krone is not as relaxed as she seems.


  “Krone… You’re trying to be tough. Your face is very red, you know?”


  “G-geez. It’s the same for you. Even Ain is burning up as well…!”


  He thought that his body temperature had become quite hot. Apparently, both of them had the same complexion, and Ain laughed when it was pointed out to him.


  “Have a good day. If you’re not doing anything reckless again, I’ll give you a lap pillow again.”


  “Thank you. I’ll look forward to it.”


  It was something that he was reluctant about, but he knew that this was it for today.


  However, both of them enjoy this kind of exchange, and when she smiled more beautiful than the Star Crystal on her right hand, Ain said boldly, “Give me a lap pillow again, okay?”


  “Hey, Ain.”


  She called out to him just before leaving the room.


  “Hmm? What?”


  “I’m really glad I came to Ishtalika.”


  “…Me too. I’m even better off now that Krone is here.”


  “…Geez! Look, you can’t keep His Majesty waiting, right?”


  “Haha… I get it. Well then, see you later.”


  This exquisite sense of distance and interaction between Ain and Krone is due to the two of them.


  After Ain left, Krone sat down on the sofa, put her hands on her chest, and muttered to herself.


  “…Sigh… I’m still nervous… Geez, that Ain…”


  She was in a panic, which was unthinkable from her usual self. Her heartbeat continued to play its tune for a while after Ain left.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  “Grandfather. Sorry to keep you waiting.”


  “Umu. Unlike Katima, you are a good boy who is punctual.”


  He suddenly spoke of his dissatisfaction with Katima, but since he could not refute him, Ain kept silent. He sat down on the seat in front of Sylvird and took a glance at the other three people in the room.


  “What happened to all these important people gathered here?”


  Chris sat down next to Ain, and Lloyd and Warren stood behind Sylvird. There was no dangerous atmosphere, and the air was as calm as usual, which made him wonder.


  ‘Warren, please explain.”


  “Understood. Ain-sama, Ain-sama is in the position of the crown prince.”


  “Yes. That’s right.”


  “As I’ve explained to you many times in the past, the crown prince may travel on behalf of His Majesty on official business.”


  “I know that too. Does that mean you’ve decided something I have to do?”


  “Yes.”


  Warren approached Ain’s seat and placed a few papers in front of him. He then placed the same documents in front of Chris.


  “Oh, Chris-san, too?”


  “Yes. Actually, I was called in just now…”


  Chris was going to accompany Ain on his official business. However, she hadn’t heard about it either and had just come to receive the same explanation as Ain.


  “I’d like you to take a look at the first one. It’s a summary of the money transactions between Euro and us.”


  Why Euro? Ain wondered, but did as he was told and looked at the contents.


  “…At a quick glance, it looks like things are going pretty well.”


  “Yes. As Ain-sama said, it seems to be working well enough.”


  “We’ve been able to mine so much sea crystal, which is essential for magic tools. At present, there is no other country more important to us than Euro.”


  Both Ain and Chris nodded.


  “That’s why we’ve decided to make our relationship with Euro even closer, now that we’ve achieved so much.”


  “Could it be that? You’re saying that I should go to Euro…?”


  If the destination had been Heim, other feelings and thoughts might have crossed his mind. However, he didn’t feel any differently about Euro, and in fact, he was looking forward to it.


  “That’s right, Ain. I’ll explain it from here. I thought it would be difficult for you to be my representative for the first time. But after discussing it with everyone, we decided that Ain would have no problem with it. It would have been too big a task for me to go to Euro, so it was decided that you would go to Euro as my representative.”


  But then, Ain had a concern.


  “What should I do about the school? I have regular exams coming up…”


  “It’s a special case. As the supreme director of the school, I will allow you to take your exams upon your return.”


  He said not to worry about it because the results will also determine next year’s classification.


  (…I guess that’s okay then.)


  If the school is fine, then he can’t think of anything that would be a problem. Ain was prepared for the fact that he would one day serve as a representative of the government. But even so, he never thought that he would be traveling to Euro for the first time.


  “Chris, along with the entire royal guard and Dill, will accompany you. Warren’s underlings will also be with you, so your safety is not a problem. It’s hard to leave the castle without the royal guards, but that doesn’t mean we can always maintain a perfect situation. The castle will be on high alert. Both sides will be fine.”


  “Ah… I’ll be rest assured knowing that they’ll be escorting me that far. Yes.”


  ──The Knights of the Royal Guard.


  It’s a gathering of the most talented knights in Ishtalika, who are not only skilled but also intelligent. Each one of them was raised to be able to act as a commander in an emergency, and if Chris were going to join in, it would be the most reliable thing.


  “So, when will I be going to Euro?”


  “As soon as your house arrest is over. Is that okay?”


  “That’s just another sudden…”


  Although the suddenness of the job a little disheartened him, there was no point in complaining.


  “So… Warren, Chris! Take care of Ain for me.”


  “Understood.”


  “Ha!”


  Ain’s eyes widened in surprise at the unexpected mention of the name Warren.


  “You mean Warren-san is coming too?”


  It was reassuring to know that Warren was coming with him. He could not think of a more reliable person for a meeting like this.


  “Yes, it’s a special meeting. The crown prince and I, the prime minister, will be there on behalf of His Majesty. I believe the other side will understand the meaning of this.”


  This means that the members of the delegation are there to show the seriousness of Ishtalika. However, until the decision was made on who would be sent, there were actually many opinions from the nobles.


  “──There’s no need to go that far to a rural nation.”


  “──We shouldn’t make a poor move.”


  On the other hand, there are opposing views.


  “This would be a show of force.”


  “Heim has made a fool of us in the past. It would be good to show some intimidation.”


  As a result, Ain, who had come to be known as a hero, led the way in dispatching Prime Minister Warren and many elite knights.


  A further highlight was left behind.


  “I will allow Ain to use the White King in my name. You will show us the pride and strength of Ishtalika…!”


  The ship we will board is the White King. It is the largest battleship in Ishtalika and has been inherited by successive Ishtalika kings.


  The weapons mounted on it are the most powerful in Ishtalika, and the size of the ship is also the largest. It is a masterpiece that contains the best of the technology of the unified nation of Ishtalika.


  ──It will surely bring a lot of excitement to Euro. Ain had a growing feeling of anticipation.


  Afterword


  Thank you for picking up the second volume of “Magic Stone Gourmet,” following on from the first volume, or perhaps some of you have started with the second volume. I’m Ryo Yuki, the author.


  Thanks to all of you, the first volume was also able to be reprinted.


  I would like to take this opportunity to thank you.


  As with the first volume, I made a lot of corrections and additions to the second volume compared to the web version.


  All of the disturbances in the first year of the school were newly written, and the school life before the Sea Dragon disturbance was also rearranged, while Ain’s three friends were revised to make them more unique. I would like to thank the two editors in charge for their help.


  I hope everyone who reads it will enjoy it.


  Also, as in the first volume, Naruse-sensei drew wonderful illustrations for this volume as well.


  The climax of the story, with Ain and Krone, who have grown up a little, the new uniforms, the Royal Kingsland Academy, etc., and the powerful sea dragons, Ain’s bravery in the face of them gave me goosebumps…


  Towards the end of the story, Olivia and Chris’s receptiveness was also wonderful and full of their charm.


  In the following volume three, the story that can be called the main part of “Magic Stone Gourmet” is unfolding.


  Starting with the name of Euro, the true history hidden in an old book of elven letters is revealed, and the story enters a big one that involves the whole world.


  The truth about the will that resides in the magic stone and the truth about the Demon Lord…


  The hidden history and the existence of the sworn enemy who was involved in the founding of the great nation of Ishtalika will be revealed, and I ask for your continued support.


  Last but not least, I have one announcement to make.


  Shortly after the first volume release, I was approached to do a comicalization based on “Magic Stone Gourmet,” and it has been decided that “Magic Stone Gourmet” will be officially comicalized.


  It will be serialized in (Comic Walker and Nico Nico Shizuka), with Kenji Sugawara-sensei as the artist.


  I can’t announce the start date yet, but by the time you read this post, the character designs will have been announced on the official KADOKAWA BOOKS Twitter, so I hope you will check it out.


  Following the reprint of the first volume, we were able to receive this kind of offer thanks to everyone who picked up the book.


  I would like to thank you again. Thank you very much.


  I would also like to thank you for taking the time to read the afterword.


  I hope to see you all again in volume three.
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