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Prologue: The Toll of the Bell of Awakening


I had once been a man in my thirties, born on Earth and raised in Japan.

The bell was the reason I remembered that former version of myself—it was so deafening it felt as though it were battering against my ears as it rang out.

“Why can’t Prince Arsha go near the chapel even though the bell of blessing is ringing?”

Right beside me, assuming I couldn’t hear her, my wet nurse Harty quietly lamented. Harty, my late mother’s younger sister, had deep navy-blue hair and was wearing a dress. If memory served, she was around twenty years old now.

I drifted closer to the window, where the ringing of the bell poured into the room, and held my hair up to the light. It was dark, but not the deep black Japanese people typically sported. In fact, when the sunlight passed through the strands, it revealed a pale gray.

Besides Harty wearing her usual dress… Yeah, this definitely isn’t Japan.

My name is Arsha, and I was three years old that year.

Just as I had begun to gain wisdom, memories that belonged to someone else entirely had resurfaced.

The version of me that had once been born and raised in Japan had died, apparently. I remembered my thirtieth birthday, and I had the vague sense that I’d been caught in some kind of disaster, so I must have died before ever reaching thirty-one.

I was desperately trying to figure out who I was now when Harty’s presence—more specifically, her damp, uneven breathing—finally pulled me back to the present.

“To abandon Prince Arsha when he is still so young… I had no idea His Majesty can be this heartless.”

“Harty, that’s enough. Above all else, he is Prince Arsha’s father.”

The one who had gently but firmly put a stop to Harty’s complaints was a tall young man with green hair. Only then did she realize I had turned from the window to look back at them, and she hurriedly covered her mouth.

Of course, I felt bad that Harty was upset, but right now, there was something else that had truly caught my attention. A pair of triangular ears covered in green fur sat upon the man’s head, and behind him swayed a thick, fluffy tail.

People with such animal-like ears were called wearrels. I’d heard they often held positions wherein they were addressed as “teacher.”

What the… Those ears and that tail… They’re real! Real!

It seemed I’d been reincarnated into another world.

In all of my memories of Japan, I had never known anyone who looked anything like him.

At the same time, I recalled faint memories of the three years I had spent living in this world. They were hazy, probably because of my young age.

This was why I didn’t know the reason the bell was ringing or why Harty looked so dejected.

“Why… is this bell ringing?” I asked quietly, my small voice swallowed by the bell’s lingering reverberation.

Even though the windows were tightly shut against the icy cold of mid-winter, each and every person in the room seemed to be shaken by its impact. Even my own little fingers were trembling with each ring when I touched the glass before me.

Harty and the Wearrel both averted their gaze, their expressions awkward, as if I had asked something I wasn’t supposed to. Judging from their reaction, it was a question best left unspoken.

I was quick to read the room.

I remembered how, even in my previous life, I’d had a habit of analyzing people’s reactions to even the smallest things. I had lived the way my parents wanted me to, and I had been super careful not to disappoint them.

I, too, had wanted to be praised really badly, but I’d given up on that sometime in my teens. Knowing that earning praise was impossible, I used to try my best not to be yelled at.

My parents were often admired by others for being devoted to my education, for sparing no effort as they raised their only child, and while they held their heads high in response to the praise, I shrank quietly in their shadow.

Looking back, my previous life was indeed suffocating.

The bell, still ringing outside the window, seemed to echo deep inside me. In that instant, fragments of memories I hadn’t fully recalled from my previous life flickered through my mind.

I remembered why my thirtieth birthday had stuck with me.

It was my first birthday after my parents had died.

They had passed away in an accident, and I hated myself for the sense of relief that had followed. In a fit of reckless self-indulgence, I threw myself a one-man birthday party. The emptiness, the strange feeling of freedom, and the self-loathing had all blended together and left me with a brutal hangover that lasted two days.

As my mood darkened, a voice, other than that of Harty and the Wearrel, spoke up.

“What’re you two doing? Why are you making His Highness uncomfortable? You can’t go around wearing such gloomy expressions.”

The speaker was tall, his face unmistakably that of a red-haired bear—a beastman through and through. Wearrel looked almost human by comparison, being a half-blood, but this man, Herkoff, was a pure-blooded bear beastman.

He walked on two legs like a human, but his face was entirely ursine. I recalled hearing that he was a former soldier. Among the adults around me, he was the oldest; though with a bear’s face, it was impossible to guess his age at a glance.

“Prince Arsha, that bell is ringing to bless your younger brother’s baptism.”

The one to explain that to me was Ikuto, a sea folk guard—a race with blue-tinged skin. His face had the smooth, understated contours of an East Asian man, but his hair was a vivid coral orange, like a living reef turned to flame.

Yeah… such people didn’t exist in my previous life. Hold on. Was I so busy comparing my two lives again that I almost missed something important?

With a strange thrill stirring in my chest, I spoke the words I could barely believe myself.

“Younger brother? I… I have a brother now?”

In my previous life, I’d been an only child. I’d never had anyone I could truly call a friend either. As I grew older, friendships drifted away, and perhaps because my relationship with my parents had been strained, I’d always harbored a quiet longing for siblings.

The arguments and complaints people shared about their brothers and sisters—I’d thought they were only possible because siblings stood on equal footing, looking at the world from the same perspective.

“Prince Arsha?” Harty asked gently, peering at me with concern. “Are you… happy that you have a younger brother now?”

“Of course I am!”

I nodded vigorously in response. I wouldn’t be alone anymore. There would finally be a bond that could never be severed. Just thinking how precious that was made my chest ache with joy.

It meant I was now an older brother. An older brother!

In my previous family, I’d always been treated like a baby—the one to be managed, corrected, and taught all the time. Now I could be the one who protected someone else.

“When can I meet my brother?” I asked excitedly.

“Well, that is…” Harty began, only to trail off, her words catching in her throat.

Could it be… that the condition of the child’s mother is bad?

A baptism was usually performed just days after birth. The child would be given a baptismal name and formally announced to the gods. The fact that the ceremony was being held majestically meant my brother was likely fine.

Oh, wait. If the baptism is happening right now, and I, his older brother, am stuck here instead, does that mean my father had… an affair?

With an adult’s way of thinking suddenly returning to me from my previous life, the vile possibility crept unbidden into my mind.

“My father is the emperor, right?” I asked hesitantly. “Then… why am I not a prince?”

At that, Wearrel placed a steadying hand on Harty’s shoulder, as if calming her, before turning his attention back to me.

“I don’t know how much of this you can truly understand,” Wearrel said carefully, lowering his voice as if weighing every word, “but please remember this, Lord Arsha. You were born because you were wanted. Never doubt that. Not even for a moment.”

“Better to explain it properly now, before someone sticks their nose in and twists things,” Herkoff added gruffly, meeting my gaze without flinching. “Whether your mother was the empress or not, the facts don’t change. You are the emperor’s child.”

He spoke plainly on purpose, choosing honesty over comfort.

“Prince Arsha is His Majesty’s firstborn son,” Ikuto continued, stepping in when Harty faltered, her lips trembling as if words refused to come to her. “However, because you were not born of the empress, the right of succession has been entrusted to your younger brother.”

With that, everything finally clicked into place.

And when it did, I smiled.

It wasn’t a strained smile,, but a genuine one, rising straight from my heart.

Honestly, being called “prince” already felt like far too heavy a burden for someone who’d been just an ordinary man in previous life. But if I had a younger brother with an unquestionable bloodline—someone perfectly suited to stand at the center—then I would gladly support him with everything I had.

And besides, being the older brother who stood at his side, protecting and supporting him, didn’t sound bad at all.

“Thank you for telling me,” I said, smiling at them.

However, in stark contrast to my expression, everyone around me looked on with quiet pity.



Chapter One: The First Prince’s Daily Life and His Misfortune


I had been reincarnated into another world, and I had even recovered memories from my previous life, but as I’d lived my first three years as a toddler, my understanding of my current circumstances had never been particularly deep.

And even now, having turned four after being reborn as Prince Arsha, that hadn’t changed much.

I found myself in an empire, with the emperor standing at the top of the hierarchy. The continent itself was home to countless nations, but the empire unified them all. Among those countries lived beastfolk like Herkoff, sea-dwellers like Ikuto, and even half-elves such as the Wearrels.

Beyond that, my knowledge was limited to simple things: this empire’s castle mostly sheltered humans, and Harty and I were humans too. That was about it.

Still, spending a full year observing the world from an adult’s perspective—even from within a child’s body—meant there were things I’d begun to grasp.

For one thing, I still hadn’t met my younger brother, which obviously meant I was being kept at a distance.

“Arsha, have you been well?” my father asked me warmly. He had black hair and looked to be in his thirties. Scooping me up with ease, he spun me around the spacious chamber, laughing. “Oh? You’ve gotten heavier again. And taller too, haven’t you?”

I couldn’t help smiling at him in return.

Even if I remembered my previous life, I was still only four years old. I didn’t mind being pampered like this—it was fun.

“I am very happy to see you, Father,” I replied carefully, drawing on what little courtly language I knew. “Thank you for coming all this way despite your busy schedule.”

“Too sharp, too sharp,” he laughed. “But I suppose you’re old enough to talk like that now. My son is learning fast.”

He smiled as he narrowed his golden eyes.

This man, who held an entire continent in the palm of his hand, was the emperor, the sovereign of the empire.

And he was also the reason behind my current circumstances. The root of the problem stretched even further back, all the way to my grandfather, the previous emperor. To put it bluntly, my father had essentially been the former emperor’s hidden child.

This part still doesn’t feel real to me. I know he was officially recognized as the emperor’s legitimate son, but since my grandmotherhis mother married into a count’s house as his second wife, he was treated as a child who belonged to that family instead… or so I’ve been told.

According to my wet nurse Harty, bloodline and status were separate matters. Among the nobility, it was only common sense. And so my father, despite being the emperor’s son, was raised as the third son of a count.

He later married a viscount’s daughter, and I was born from that union.

This meant I wasn’t a prince at all.

I had been born into a count’s family.

“Ahem. Your Majesty, if this continues, it may reflect poorly on you.”

The admonition came from one of my father’s close aides—a man with a neat bowl cut. He stepped in to stop our playful spinningand then, for just a moment, shot me a sharp glare.

I recognized that look.

I’d seen it in my previous life too. Back then, I’d only been trying to behave properly because my parents were strict, yet most people despised me, , thinking I was currying favor by acting like a good boy.

I had never imagined I’d be on the receiving end of it again, that to in an imperial court.

“I rarely get the chance to visit him, and he’s been too lonely because of that,” my father replied curtly. “Let me indulge him a little. It’s no inconvenience to anyone.”

As he spoke, he lowered himself into one of the prepared chairs and settled me beside him.

The reason my father, who had been raised as the third son of a count, now sat upon the imperial throne was simple. One by one, the many princes who had once stood in line for the throne had died. Accidents, illnesses—the causes varied, but the result was the same. In the end, my father had become the sole surviving legitimate son of the previous emperor.

Suddenly elevated to crown prince, he had undergone a rushed education befitting the role and remarried to the daughter of a duke.

My own mother had passed away when I was just one year old. By then, the former emperor was already on his deathbed. Two years later, when I was three, my father ascended the throne, and soon after, his legitimate heir, my younger brother, was born.

“I know I’ve put a great deal on you as well, Harty,” my father said, his tone softening. “If only I could come by more often… Is there anything you need?”

“It’s no hardship at all,” Harty replied quickly, bowing her head. “Prince Arsha is my nephew, after all. That said… his shoes have grown a bit tight.”

“Ah, I thought as much. He is growing quickly,” my father said with a sigh.

He gestured to his aide, instructing him to provide funds directly to Harty. This time, the man didn’t bother with an obvious glare, but his response remained cold, efficient, and entirely devoid of warmth.

We were in the emperor’s section of the palace, which was on the floor directly above my own chambers. It was separate from the main residence where the imperial family lived, located instead in a different building altogether.

This was the palace’s left wing—the same wing where the many princes of the past had once lived.

Giving a single child an entire section and then placing it as far from the main residence as possible? The choice to keep me separated couldn’t have been more obvious.

I’d heard that, at first, there had even been plans to send me to a distant palace. Technically, it was still within the imperial grounds, but far enough that it required a carriage and several days to travel to.

That proposal, at least, had been rejected by my furious father.

And so, without allowing the emperor to see what was happening, they maneuvered me into the farthest room possible. It was spacious enough to be wasteful, yet chosen with infuriating precision. It was the only chamber thatwasn’t connected to the main residence, and there was no mistaking the intent behind it. Malice didn’t need to announce itself to be felt, after all.

“Prince Arsha has been working very hard on his studies,” Harty reported, choosing her words carefully. “Lately, I’ve been teaching him geography and history.”

“Impressive,” my father said with genuine surprise. “When I was Arsha’s age…” He paused, then laughed. “I studied so little I can’t even remember it.”

That made sense.

As the third son of a count, he was never supposed to inherit anything. He was expected to marry into another family or enter service to secure a non-hereditary noble title. So rather than academics, it made more sense to focus on social maneuvering or martial skill to help my father establish himself in the social circle.

“Um, Father,” I said hesitantly, “I’d really like to read some books.”

To be honest, the only reason I studied at all was because I wanted to understand what kind of world I’d found myself in. So, I’d literally begged Harty to teach me.

This continent was home to six races, humans included. Beastfolk, elves, sea folk, dwarves, and dragonkin had each founded their own nations. The empire that united them all lay at the center of the continent, completely encircled by mountain ranges. Before the empire’s founder carved a path through them, it had apparently been considered an unexplored hinterland.

On top of that, magic existed in this world. Alchemy, too. Frankly, it was endlessly fascinating. I was still too young to be begin training, but even studying the basics in preparation made my imagination run wild.

“Oh? Is there a library in the left wing?” my father asked.

“There is,” Harty replied succinctly, careful not to let dissatisfaction color her voice. “However, there are no books.”

Among the nobility, maintaining a personal library was a mark of refinement. The higher one’s status, the greater the collection. Since I was staying in rooms that had once belonged to the dead princes, there was a chamber lined with shelves that had clearly once been a library.

But after its owner died and the rooms were vacated, it had been left completely bare.

“I see. Acquiring a proper collection would take time, then,” my father mused. “Very well. In that case, Arsha may freely use the books from my own library—”

“That may pose certain difficulties.”

The interruption came swiftly. My father’s aide stepped in before he could finish.

It wasn’t that he bore my father any ill will. He simply disliked any conversation that moved in my favor.

The reason was obvious enough. Nearly everyone surrounding my father had ties to the household of his consort, Empress Laminia, the daughter of Duke Lukaios. Men loyal to the empress’s family filled the emperor’s immediate circle. This aide wasn’t any different.

And I was an inconvenience none of them wanted indulged.

My father, raised as the third son of a count, had no power base of his own within the court. The only obvious force that supported him now was the family of his consort, headed by Duke Lukaios. The political marriage had always been an investment for the duke; he intended for his own grandson to inherit the throne.

And I was an obstacle to that future.

I might have been born of lower maternal standing, but I was still the eldest son. That alone made me an inconvenience. So those aligned with Duke Lukaios consistently opposed anything that might work to my advantage.

“Then where would you suggest?” my father demanded, a faint edge entering his voice. “Is there nowhere in this palace my son may read freely?”

“Well…” The aide hesitated. “If it must be so, then perhaps the Right Wing library, which houses the imperial collection, would be appropriate.”

He clearly didn’t want me using my father’s personal library, but he couldn’t outright claim that the emperor’s son had no right to his books either. It was a compromise. As far as he was concerned, keeping me from coming any closer to my father was victory enough.

I kept those not-so-childlike thoughts carefully hidden and turned a bright smile toward my father instead.

“So, I’ll be able to read lots of books? Thank you, Father.”

“Is that so? Do Yyou really like books that much?” he said, his expression melting into something soft. “Perhaps when the mother is intelligent, the child follows suit.”

He was doting on me, but let there be no misunderstanding. I wasn’t some frail bookworm.

“I’d also like to begin training in swordsmanship as soon as I can,” I added eagerly. “I’m looking forward to learning from Herkoff.”

“Ah, yes. Herkoff was formidable in his active years,” my father said with a nostalgic chuckle. “I spent some time in the military myself and was thoroughly knocked around during training. You’ll get injured every now and then, but if you listen properly, nothing serious will happen. Follow Herkoff’s instructions and obey him blindly.”

“Yes, Father!” I answered brightly, sitting up straighter in his lap as if to prove I was ready for training already.

This was an unexpected blessing. I’d expected him to forbid it, but he had encouraged me instead.

In my previous life, my mother would have shrieked. I’d been forced to quit soccer the moment I was injured.

My father in this life, by contrast, was remarkably reasonable. Affectionate, too. He was a good father.

“Your Majesty,” the aide interjected smoothly, “if you do not return soon, it will interfere with your next engagement.”

“Already? That feels rather soon…” my father muttered.

“If you would look at the clock over there.”

Just when the atmosphere had finally softened, the aide cut through it like a knife.

However, I knew something he thought I didn’t.

That clock had been set fast.

Even if we wanted to correct it, we couldn’t linger in this room long enough to do so, and once we left, it would be locked again. I didn’t particularly appreciate having our already brief father-son time trimmed short like this.

So perhaps… it was time to strike back, even just a little.

“Since you are His Imperial Majesty,” I said, choosing each word with deliberate care, “there are surely things you cannot do without setting a poor example. It is lonely, but it cannot be helped. If possible… may I ask when I might see you next?”

My father exhaled heavily, though the corners of his mouth twitched upward.

“Honestly… it’s a problem having a son so capable,” he said with a wry smile. “But I couldn’t be prouder. Vaoras, my next opening. Harty, I leave Arsha in your care.”

“Of course,” Harty replied warmly, looking at me in my father’s arms with a faintly troubled smile. “Prince Arsha is both charming and wise. You may entrust him to me.”

Only the aide, Vaoras, seemed displeased as he reluctantly reviewed the schedule. While he did, I seized the chance to lower my voice and ask the question that had lingered in my mind.

“Father, may I go visit my brother?”

My father’s expression tightened slightly.

“The empress says she cannot yet take her eyes off him,” he answered after a pause. “It is her first child. She seems… on edge.”

So, he did want us to meet. It was the duchess of House Lukaios (the empress) who was refusing to allow it.

“Arsha,” my father said quietly, his golden eyes softening, “you are a good boy. You will be a fine example to your younger brother, won’t you?”

“Yes, of course,” I replied without hesitation.

He smiled, though an apology lingered in his expression.

But my resolve was genuine. From the bottom of my heart, I decided I would become exactly the kind of older brother I’d promised to be.

※※※



Summer had arrived by the time I turned five, accompanied by a crisp, refreshing morning, and something about the day felt different.

Normally, I would wake up in my grand bed that could have dwarfed a grown man, allow Harty to help me change, and then wait while she brought breakfast. That was our routine.

But that morning, the Wearrel arrived earlier than usual.

“Are you awake, Prince Arsha?” he called from beyond the door. “Hm? Is Lady Harty not with you?”

“Harty went downstairs to fetch breakfast,” I answered, slipping from the bed. “What’s wrong?”

I was the only resident in this entire section, yet it contained more than ten rooms—far more than I could ever use. The furnishings were sparse, but each set of four chambers shared a unified design.

The one Harty and the others would often rest within was known as the Blue Chamber because of its blue-green ornamentation. The Wearrel’s voice had come from the door that connected that room to the Golden Chamber, where my bedroom was located.

I padded across the polished floor of the Golden Chamber and opened the door.

There stood the half-beastman—a human with ears and a tail covered in green fur. The Wearrel lowered his gaze to meet mine, his tail swaying faintly behind him.

Whatever had brought him here this early, it clearly broke from our usual routine.

The Wearrel had originally been a mage employed by the count’s house. When my father relocated to the palace, he hired him as my private tutor. He obliged, but he was rarely seen in the palace in the early morning. Even when he stayed overnight, it was only to alternate night watch with Ikuto, my sole guard, so he usually left by dawn.

When I stopped to think about it, the fact that I didn’t even have a single lady’s maid spoke volumes. For a prince, I was treated with remarkable carelessness.

Though… I couldn’t deny that the freedom it allowed suited me.

“I came early today because there was something I wished to deliver,” the Wearrel said, his tail still swaying faintly behind him.

“Deliver what?” I echoed, the word sparking an immediate thrill.

He gestured for me to follow and led me into the Blue Chamber.

Each of the four themed sections in my wing consisted of multiple chambers. He guided me to the room closest to the stairway entrance—the one most easily accessible from the outside.

Inside, several wooden crates had been stacked in neat rows.

Ikuto was there already, his pale blue skin catching the light as he carried in another large box. Though slender in build, he bore it effortlessly.

“Good morning, Ikuto,” I called. “Isn’t that heavy?”

“Good morning, Your Highness,” he replied with an easy smile. “Not at all. It’s much lighter than dragging around a grizzly after it’s turned into a monster.”

The Wearrel, taller than Ikuto, gave him a weary look, but my eyes lit up.

Ikuto’s stories from his days as a monster hunter were endlessly fascinating. It often felt like listening to living legends.

There were monsters in this world.

One reason the entire continent had been unified under imperial rule was precisely because of that threat. It wasn’t that conflicts between nations didn’t exist, but unity made for a stronger defense and was far safer.

Animals could suddenly absorb magical energy and transform into monsters, becoming dangerous and unpredictable. Hunters made their living by subduing them for a reward, and the most famous among them were treated almost like star athletes.

Ikuto had once been one of those stars. After earning a non-hereditary noble title, he entered court service. He had known my father even before he became emperor, and it was because my father trusted him that he had been appointed as my personal guard.

“Actually, I heard the academy was disposing of some equipment,” the Wearrel told me. “I arranged to have it brought here.”

After explaining that it was a gift, Wearrel knelt and began untying one of the bundles he had brought. He peeled back layer after layer of thick cloth, each fold unwound with deliberate care, until at last the wrapping fell away to reveal a glass flask roughly the size of my head. It caught the light with a dull gleam, its wide belly heavy and substantial, its long neck rising like a slender tower from its rounded base.

“Wait… are these alchemy instruments?!” I shouted, unable to contain myself.

I dashed straight toward the enormous flask. By then, Ikuto had finished hauling in the last of the crates and, though it wasn’t part of his duties as my guard, already begun helping with the unpacking.

What emerged one after another made my breath catch—a distillation apparatus, a proper alchemical furnace, glass beakers, a pestle, and mortar.

These were the kind of tools I remembered from science experiments in my previous life, only sturdier, more intricate, and unmistakably designed for real work.

“Even to an amateur like me, these look like the genuine article,” Ikuto remarked, folding his arms as he examined the equipment.

“They’re surplus from the Academy’s Department of Alchemy,” the Wearrel replied. “Their quality is assured.”

He smiled faintly, almost sheepishly.

“The Academy? You mean the one in the Kingdom of Lukiusaria?” I asked quickly. “The country that made education its primary focus?”

The Wearrel’s ears twitched in approval. “You remember well, Prince Arsha. The other day, after you asked about the alchemy text you’d been reading, I contacted an acquaintance at the Academy. That was when I learned they intended to dispose of these equipment, so I arranged to acquire it.”

He had once taught at the Academy himself. It seemed he had drawn on those old connections for my sake.

“Wow, thank you!” I said, hugging the flask impulsively. “Oh, and I’m sorry, but I already finished the alchemy book yesterday—”

“I anticipated that,” he replied smoothly, producing a volume from within his cloak. “I have already borrowed the next installment. Volume three, was it?”

It was exactly the book I’d been hoping for.

His thoroughness made my chest swell, and I tightened my hold on the glass vessel as though it were treasure.

“Hah. So, His Highness is taking up alchemy, is he?” Herkoff’s deep voice rumbled from behind us. “I skimmed that book once. Didn’t understand a word.”

I turned to see him lowering a crate large enough for Ikuto to curl up inside. I’d heard that some beastfolk possessed strength far beyond that of humans, but even so, the ease with which he handled it was impressive.

Technically, he was my swordsmanship instructor. Since I was still too young to begin serious training, he’d been reduced to carrying boxes instead.

It felt… a little unfair.

“Well,” Harty’s voice chimed in from the doorway. I turned to find her balancing a silver tray laden with breakfast. She surveyed the growing mountain of wooden crates with a resigned expression. “It seems we’ll need additional food this morning. Even if you don’t all eat, you’ll at least require a break and something to drink.”

On the tray there were grilled sandwiches layered with ham, cheese, and white sauce, alongside slices of baguette and small jars of jam.

But if three grown men were to partake as well, it clearly wouldn’t be enough.

Harty retreated to the section we usually used for entering and exiting, the area known as the Red Chamber, no doubt to prepare additional food.

The moment she disappeared, I could no longer restrain myself.

Until breakfast arrived, I drifted from crate to crate, examining each instrument one by one. Some were delicate glass assemblies; others were solid and imposing. One particularly large piece turned out to be a metal cauldron, its surface black from years of use.

“The real question is where to put all this,” Herkoff remarked with a chuckle. “Though I suppose having all these empty rooms might finally be useful.”

He said it jokingly, but it was nothing more than the truth.

“Since it’s alchemy… maybe the Emerald Chamber?” I suggested.

That was the section decorated in deep emerald-green walls with red curtains—a combination that clearly reflected the questionable taste of its former occupant.

“Why emerald?” Ikuto asked curiously. “If I recall correctly,” he continued, glancing toward the Wearrel, “there’s something called the Emerald Tablet. Isn’t it a riddle that an alchemist must solve?”

The Wearrel tilted his head, ears flicking faintly. “That’s the legend, yes. The Emerald Tablet is said to contain the ultimate secrets of alchemy. But its wording is so cryptic that no one has ever truly deciphered it.”

“It supposedly holds the pinnacle of alchemical knowledge,” I added, unable to resist. “But the phrasing is too obscure, so no one has ever reached that summit.”

To most people, it sounded like little more than vague folklore, but to someone who remembered a civilization based in science, I could see some truth hidden within it.

The Emerald Tablet declared that “all things arise from one, through adaptation.” To me, that aligned neatly with atoms—or taken further, with protons and neutrons.

It didn’t stop there. It instructed the reader to “separate the subtle from the gross with the greatest care and diligence.”

The method itself was written plainly enough, if one knew how to look at it.

Given that, I hoped they would forgive me for becoming far more engrossed in alchemy than in the unfamiliar concept of magic. It was precisely because of that obsession that I had sent the Wearrel back and forth to the Imperial Library more times than I cared to admit.

“Prince Arsha,” Harty’s voice cut in gently but firmly. “Your enthusiasm is admirable, but today is a walking day.”

I turned to find her back already, carrying additional fruit and boiled eggs along with the rest of our breakfast. She surveyed the scene—crates, instruments, and my shining eyes—with knowing exasperation.

The others chuckled at my crestfallen expression.

When Harty declared a “walking day,” it was meant as a mild punishment.

Recently, I had grown so absorbed in reading that I’d stayed up too late and even skipped meals. As a result, I had been firmly ordered to take a proper walk outdoors to stimulate both hunger and sleepiness back into me.

Apparently, even princes weren’t allowed to focus entirely on their studies.

“Then let us be off,” Harty said gently, offering me her hand as she ushered me toward the corridor.

The moment my morning lessons ended and the alchemical instruments were safely stored in the Emerald Chamber, I was ushered outside like the five-year-old I technically was. I didn’t dislike walks, but the timing felt like a deliberate strategy to pry my mind away from glassware and furnaces.

Still, I let Harty take my hand as we made our way through the corridors.

“Harty, are all old buildings so maze-like?” I asked, deliberately steering my thoughts away from distillation coils and crucibles.

The left wing of the palace, where I lived, had been constructed over multiple eras. Though it appeared to be a single structure from the outside, its interior told another story entirely. The most obvious inconsistency was the difference in height. My section rose five stories high, attic included. Yet the portion directly connected to the main residence, where my father lived, was only two stories tall.

“For security reasons, certainly,” Harty replied as we descended a shallow staircase. “But the palace interiors are also works of art representing their respective eras. Renovations are constantly demanded.”

Renovation upon renovation. Reconstruction upon reconstruction. It wasn’t difficult to guess that each reigning emperor had sought to leave a visible mark of his own authority.

“Then what about assigning servants and cooks exclusively to the left wing?” I pressed. “Is that for security too?”

“That is more a matter ofconvenience,” she answered, though she did not deny the secondary benefit. “But it could serve as security as well.”

Even this single wing of the palace surpassed the estates of lesser nobles in both scale and splendor. Anyone entering with ill intent would become hopelessly lost before reaching anything of value. And yet, despite its enormity, much of the left wing remained unused.

The section given to me lay at the farthest possible point from the main residence. When I met my father, it was never in my own rooms but in a reception suite one floor above. And even then, not even a fifth of the left wing saw regular use.

Hand in hand with Harty, I stepped out into the gardens.

They, too, had likely grown vast as an expression of imperial authority.

“The gardens are technically behind the palace,” I observed, squinting into the sunlight. “But they’re larger than the palace itself.”

“Yes,” Harty said with a small smile. “You cannot see it from here, but the gardens contain a canal-fed grand fountain, a wooded area, and even pastureland. There are also three detached palaces built by successive emperors. In total, the grounds are likely broader than the entire front façade of the palace.”

The scale she described defied any sense of proportion I’d once possessed as a commoner. It was extravagant to the point of absurdity.

And yet, I was the son of the man who owned it all.

Still, it rarely felt real. I saw my father only occasionally, and few people treated me openly as a prince. Grandeur without acknowledgment made it little more than scenery.

“Prince Arsha,” Harty said gently, glancing down at me, “if you grow tired, we can rest on a bench.”

“No, I’m fine,” I replied, squeezing her hand lightly. “I don’t mind walking.”

In my previous life, I had no memory of days spent in this unhurried a fashion. That alone made these walks feel new and almost precious.

Geometric hedges trimmed into intricate patterns gave way to trees as we passed, our idle conversation drifting between us like the warm breeze. Beyond them stretched a grove of white birch, their pale trunks rising slender and straight, their leaves whispering softly overhead. The shade there was cool and dappled, the sunlight filtering down in trembling shards.

“Heh…”

I slowed.

“Harty, did you hear that?” I asked, tightening my grip on her hand.

She paused, pressing her fingers lightly to her cheek before shaking her head. “No, Prince Arsha.”

“I thought I heard a child crying,” I insisted, tilting my head. “Maybe it’s this way?”

I tugged her gently toward a section bordered by hedges trimmed taller than a grown man. Behind us, Ikuto had fallen back to keep a broader view of our surroundings, but I could feel his steady presence as he adjusted course to follow.

We hadn’t gone far before I spotted him.

At the edge where the birch grove met the towering hedge, a small figure crouched low, as though trying to make himself invisible.

“Hey,” I called softly, loosening my hold on Harty and stepping closer. “What’s wrong?”

“Heh…” the boy whimpered.

He was desperately trying not to cry, his shoulders trembling with the effort. His pale skin only made the flush in his cheeks stand out even more vividly. His face was round and young, still soft with baby fat, and his hair was a deep navy—a shade common among the empire’s nobility. He looked two, maybe three years younger than me, and the clothes he wore were unmistakably of the finest quality.

Only two children of our age were allowed free access to the palace gardens. Including me.

“You’re… Teristras, aren’t you?” I asked him curiously.

“Who…?” he managed, lifting his head at the sound of his name.

His hand fell away from his eyes, revealing bright indigo irises, wide and wary.

“Nice to meet you,” I said with a broad, unguarded smile.

This was indeed Teristras, the son of Emperor Ketel and Empress Laminia and my younger brother.
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I had never imagined we would meet like this—so suddenly and without ceremony.

And why is the future emperor out here alone?

Even I had both a nurse and a guard shadowing me at all times. For Teristras to be unattended like this made no sense.

“Why are you crying?” I asked gently, crouching to bring myself closer to his eye level. “Are you hurt somewhere?”

“Where… am I?” he whispered, his voice small and unsteady.

I had braced myself for something worse, but it seemed he was simply lost. As far as I could see, he wasn’t injured.

“I see. You feel scared, right?” I said softly. “Then… would you like to look for your guardians together? It’s all right. I’ll stay with you the whole time.”

I held out my hand as I made the offer, perhaps a little too eagerly.

Father told me to be a good example as an older brother. So I have to do this properly. But… is this the right approach? He still looks wary.

Little Teristras glanced between me, Harty, and Ikuto. His hesitation was obvious.

“Well,” I murmured aloud, nodding to myself, “knowing that you shouldn’t follow strangers, even at three years of age, iss impressive judgment. Very promising for your future.”

The moment the praise reached him, something shifted. He might not have understood every word, but he clearly grasped that he had been complimented. And with that, the edge of suspicion softened.

“Teristras, may I call you Terry?” I continued, keeping my hand extended. “This isn’t a frightening place. It’s a beautiful garden. Have you seen it before? There are flowers that glow and trees that ring like little bells when the wind blows.”

He shook his head.

Even that simple motion was unbearably cute. And in his deep navy eyes, I saw curiosity beginning to replace fear.

“How about we look for someone you know?” I suggested gently. “While we do, I can show you the wonderful things in the garden.”

“Okay,” he answered at last, his voice still high and fragile.

He reached out and wrapped his small fingers around mine.

His hand was warm—smaller even than my own—and the sensation made something inside me flutter awkwardly.

Is this what they call a protective instinct?

I helped Terry to his feet and glanced toward Ikuto. He caught the look immediately and gave a short nod before slipping away to search for the guards who were undoubtedly scouring the grounds for their missing charge.

For now, at least, my little brother was holding my hand.

And I had no intention of letting go.

“Come on,” I said, giving Terry’s small hand a gentle squeeze. “Why did you come to the garden today?”

“Walk,” he answered softly.

He was still sparing with his words, still wary, but even that shy reserve was endearing.

As promised, I led him to a flowerbed filled with luminous blossoms. In their natural state, the flowers’ stamens extended beyond the petals in delicate arcs, but in the daylight, the petals had folded inward, forming slender, tubular buds.

“Watch this,” I said, crouching beside him. “If you cup the flower gently in both hands and make it dark for a moment…”

I demonstrated, enclosing one bloom carefully between my palms. Through the thin petals, a soft radiance shimmered to life as the stamen glowed from within like a captured ember.

A flower that shone only in darkness—it was fantasy at its purest.

At three years old, Terry had likely never seen such a thing. Neither had I, in my previous life.

“W-wow! It glowed!” he gasped, eyes widening.

“Go on, try it,” I encouraged. “Be gentle. Don’t crush it. What color is that one?”

“Red! And this one’s blue!” Teristras exclaimed, bouncing slightly on his heels.

Delight overtook his caution. He crouched beside me and began imitating my movements, carefully cupping one bloom after another. Each flower emitted a different hue—crimson, sapphire, gold—and with every new color, his laughter grew brighter.

When he tried the same trick on a neighboring flower of a different species and found it stubbornly unresponsive, he tilted his head in confusion. Even that small gesture made Harty and me smile without meaning to.

Then…

“Huh? Why isn’t— Ahhh!”

“Terry?!”

He toppled backward with a startled cry, landing on the grass before bursting into tears. A small black insect shot into the air from the flower he had been covering.

A bee of some kind must have been feeding inside.

“It’s all right,” I said quickly, kneeling beside him. “I’ll protect you. See? The bug’s gone now.” I glanced up. “Harty, does it sting?”

“No,” she assured me calmly. “That variety does not. He was simply startled.”

Relief washed over me, though Terry’s tears continued for a few moments more. I awkwardly patted his head and back, doing my best to soothe him. Gradually, the sobbing subsided, though his lashes were still wet.

All right… how do I make him smile again?

Just as I was pondering that, the sound of hurried footsteps reached us.

I looked up to see several figures rushing toward us. Among them was a woman in an elaborate dress and uniformed guards I did not recognize.

The moment they spotted Terry—his cheeks still damp—and me beside him, the woman in the elaborate dress shouted without so much as a greeting.

“What do you think you’re doing?! Step away from him at once!”

Her fury struck like a slap. Terry flinched, on the verge of tears again, but she paid his reaction no heed. Sweeping him into her arms, she glared at me as though I were something foul.

The three guards behind her moved in unison, hands falling to the hilts of their swords as they stepped forward to place themselves between us.

“What do you intend to do?” a voice cut in coldly.

The three guards stiffened instantly.

Ikuto had returned without my noticing. He stepped in front of me, placing himself squarely between us, his gaze like ice as it pinned the other men in place. The hand at his own sword remained relaxed, but the threat in his posture was unmistakable.
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In the end, I didn’t touch the alchemical equipment again that day.

After finishing our walk, we returned quietly. Ikuto apologized repeatedly, saying that as a fellow member of the palace guard, he should have foreseen such a reaction. Harty, meanwhile, burst into frustrated tears the moment Terry and his attendants retreated as if fleeing contamination.

And the days that followed were anything but calm.

When the dust settled enough for information to filter back to us, the broader issues surrounding my situation became painfully clear.

“So, the woman in the dress was Terry’s nurse or attendant and a fairly high-ranking noble,” I summarized slowly. “And he has three permanent guards assigned to him, as is expected for someone of his status.”

“Status is irrelevant!” Harty snapped, her composure finally cracking. “What could Prince Arsha possibly have done to warrant such treatment? I am not asking for gratitude, but he is no less His Majesty’s child! And yet they spread rumors claiming you bullied your own brother!”

“I’m sorry, Harty,” I said quietly. “I should have been more careful.”

“No, no, this is not something you should be apologizing for, Your Highness,” Herkoff interjected, baring his teeth in what was meant to be an encouraging grin.

Unfortunately, given that his face was that of a great bear, the expression was more intimidating than reassuring. Still, I knew it was meant in my defense.

The Wearrel’s ears twitched sharply, his tail lashing in restrained displeasure.

“The slander is troubling enough,” he said evenly, though his agitation showed in the tightness of his voice. “But the greater offense lies with the guards. To lay a hand on their swords in the presence of Prince Arsha? Such insolence warrants punishment.”

That, more than anything, seemed to be what had unsettled my attendants.

Not merely the rumors but the message they carried.Control of the palace guard rested in the hands of yet another high-ranking noble—one closely aligned with the empress’s faction. It seemed that as a prince not born of the empress, I was viewed as lesser. A complaint had been filed, I was told, but the punishment handed down to the guards had been light.

To appeal directly to my father, the emperor, required waiting for an audience. And matters like this, if left to sit, had a way of dissolving into convenient thin air.

In fact, my father arrived unexpectedly not long after and summoned me to the audience chamber one floor above. He asked what had transpired in the garden with Terry, and I told him everything. He did not accuse me, not once. He listened from the beginning to end.

But by then, mild disciplinary measures had already been issued.

Father called for the marquis, or whoever oversees the palace guard, and was furious. He also spoke about preventing a recurrence and even dismissing the guards outright.

Besides, overturning a punishment once declared was no simple matter. And to this day, I had heard nothing about any change.

When Father grew angry on my behalf, his aide had tried to caution him against going too far, which only provoked him further. Father had insisted that what occurred constituted hostility toward a prince and deserved proper retribution. Still, I suspected part of that reaction had been shaped by his position as emperor. He could not appear to tolerate insubordination.

If this incident was to remain nothing more than a lingering unpleasantness, it would sit poorly with me. Better to treat it as an opportunity to reexamine my standing.

“My patron is His Majesty the Emperor, correct?” I asked at last.

In classical literature from my previous life, Heian court tales in particular, young nobles entering court life relied upon a patron or guardian to protect and promote them. If that backing was weak, their position at court was equally fragile.

I had meant the question as confirmation. Instead, Harty pressed a handkerchief to her eyes and spoke another name.

“Strictly speaking,” she said, her voice trembling, “the House of Count Nistaf is meant to serve as Your Highness’s patron.”

“Oh… right.” The realization clicked into place. “My name is Iscarion Nistaf. So, I belong to the Nistaf count’s house.”

Iscarion was the imperial house name borne by the emperor. After ascending the throne, Father had taken Iscarion as his family name. I alone, among the imperial line, still carried the additional name of Nistaf.

I had almost forgotten.

Formal names were rarely used in daily life, and in this world, nicknames were the norm. My full name was Asgyros Frisosario Movino Iscarion-Nistaf.

Intimidating, long, and a mouthful.

This was precisely why I preferred Arsha.

“So, in other words, the ones meant to support me… the count’s house. Have they done anything at all?” I asked slowly.

“Nothing!” Harty burst out, her composure shattering. “Not even a seasonal letter! Since the day you left their estate, not once have they inquired after you!”

If I condensed her indignation into practical terms, it meant this: as my designated patron, House Nistaf had neither introduced me to the connections necessary for a young noble to live properly among royalty nor arranged tutors appropriate to my status.

Even the two tutors I currently had were appointed by my father. It was clear that the count’s house had ended its involvement with me entirely.

“Then… do I even need the Nistaf name?” I murmured.

Herkoff huffed, dissatisfaction rumbling in his broad chest. “Your Highness is sharp enough to see through it soon enough. That name serves to remind everyone that you are the emperor’s son… but not the legitimate one.”

There it was. The adult’s complicated politics laid bare.

But that only deepened my confusion.

“If they’ve already distanced me from the throne, why was someone nearly drawing a sword just because I was standing beside Terry?” I pressed. “I’ve never appeared in any official capacity. They don’t even know what kind of person I am. That reaction was excessive.”

“His Majesty’s own ascent from a lower standing may be part of it,” the Wearrel replied carefully. “When there exists precedent for a lesser claimant overturning expectations, the possibility cannot be dismissed.”

“So, they think that if Terry weren’t around, I might aim for the throne?” I asked. “And because of that, seeing him cry beside me was enough to provoke that response?”

It still didn’t sit right. Was I truly regarded as dangerous?

Ikuto, who had been listening quietly, offered a measured explanation.

“Prince Arsha,” he said gently. “Perhaps you do not understand precisely because you are perceptive. In my homeland, we say that suspicion breeds phantoms. A doubting heart projects an imagined figure onto reality. When one does not know the truth, one fails to notice how far that image strays from the real person.”

“So, to those around Terry,” I said dryly, “I am a villain plotting to usurp the throne? Quite an imaginative leap. And my actual principles or intentions don’t enter into consideration at all?”

The words slipped out before I could stop them.

My attendants stared.

Only then did I realize that what I had just said was hardly typical of a five-year-old. I tilted my head up at them, attempting an innocent expression.

“I had not intended to put it quite so starkly,” Ikuto said after a pause, though there was a faint note of approval in his voice. “However, since Your Highness is so discerning, perhaps it would be wiser to explain matters clearly now rather than later.”

The others exchanged glances.

At last, Harty drew a steadying breath and began to speak.

“There is also the matter of factions,” Harty continued, her voice steadying as she stepped fully into the explanation. “His Majesty’s ruling base rests upon the faction of Duke Lukaios—the empress’s family. With the birth of the legitimate heir, it is all but guaranteed that the duke’s faction will grow stronger as the years pass.”

For any faction opposing the duke, I was the only tool through which they could retaliate. And for those hoping to curry favor with the Lukaios camp, disparaging me and spreading malicious rumors was an easy offering.

It seemed my mere existence was a convenient spark in the tinderbox of political struggle.

“Don’t important people have better things to do?” I asked, unable to keep the dryness from my voice.

“I’d like to think so myself,” Herkoff replied with a crooked grin. “But an empire isn’t run by one man alone. His Majesty needs support. Factions are unavoidable. Right now, he relies heavily on Duke Lukaios. And as for Count Nistaf, having managed to align himself with the winning side, he’d rather stay mounted on the winning horse.”

“So,” I said slowly, “the House of Count Nistaf, who are supposed to be my patrons, have stepped back and chosen to treat me coldly to protect themselves. They won’t risk angering Duke Lukaios just to support me.”

“Additionally, there may be those who simply wish to undermine His Majesty by attacking what appears unguarded,” the Wearrel added, his ears flicking with restrained irritation. “The Marquis Stratég, who fears losing influence to the duke’s faction. Duke Eurasiyon, whose lineage outranks many but who failed to secure the throne. The House of Edenbal, clinging to outdated privileges. We could go on and on.”

He had named three houses, yet his fingers seemed poised to continue counting.

Because of his birth, Father faced resistance from those who valued bloodline above all. And since I was treated as belonging to a count’s house rather than standing fully within the imperial line, I was considered a low-risk target.

“His Majesty seeks to reform the empire. Because it has endured so long, many of its institutions have grown obsolete. They employ ancient systems that no longer function yet remain entrenched. To create something new, he must cut away what is outdated. But those who benefit from the old order will resist,” Ikuto elaborated quietly.

“Duke Lukaios himself is attempting to abolish primogeniture—the rigid rule of eldest-son inheritance,” the Wearrel added thoughtfully. “In that regard, he stands both as His Majesty’s ally and, potentially, his adversary.”

Harty’s lips pressed thin, frustration flickering across her face.

“That is precisely why they treat His Majesty’s son with such disregard,” Harty said bitterly. “They cannot afford to draw the duke’s ire, and so they dare not bring the matter directly before the emperor. That is what makes it all the more infuriating.”

I see.

So, this empire follows primogeniture. By that logic, I am the eldest son, but because I was not born to the empress, I’ve been set aside.

From Duke Lukaios’s perspective, perhaps that arrangement was already a compromise he was forced to accept. It explains why I am watched so unnaturally closely. If my succession were truly impossible, there would be no need for such vigilance. But as long as even the faintest possibility remains, however remote, suspicion festers.

“Even so,” I muttered, unable to stop myself, “is it really worth risking lives just to prevent two brothers from speaking? Power can’t be that wonderful. I’ve never once wanted the throne.”

Silence followed.

My attendants fell quiet, their expressions tightening. Realizing I had put a damper on the mood, I forced a light laugh.

“I’m far too busy with alchemy anyway. I only just finished assembling the distillation apparatus in the Emerald Chamber. If I were meant to become emperor, I doubt I’d have the leisure time for that, would I?”

Ikuto smiled at that, though there was something thoughtful in his gaze.

“Speaking with you, Prince Arsha, I sometimes forget your age,” he said gently. “It feels as though I am conversing with an adult who shares my perspective. Your circumstances may have shaped you so, but there is no need to hurry toward adulthood.”

He laughed softly as he said it.

Yet beneath that carefully arranged smile, I sensed something sharper.

“I have memorized the faces of those impertinent guards,” he continued in the same mild tone. “I administered appropriate discipline. You need not worry. After all, one may render an opponent powerless without ever drawing a blade. I made certain to demonstrate that lesson before the rest of the guard. I doubt we shall see similar insolence again.”

I blinked as the meaning of his words settled in. So, he had used training as a pretext to thoroughly thrash the three guards who had reached for their swords. The light disciplinary measures handed down officially must not have satisfied him in the slightest. I could only hope this would not further sour relations with the rest of the guard. “Let’s not take things too far, all right?” I said cautiously, studying his expression. “If they’ve been glaring at us lately, it might just be displaced frustration.”

“Which is precisely why I should—” he began, but I gently cut him off.

“It’s fine. You don’t need to shoulder all of that for my sake.”

Herkoff snorted. “Shoulder or not, things have changed. Before, they ignored His Highness entirely, not even affording him a greeting. Now they treat him like a dangerous criminal. Try stepping beyond this wing and see how many questions follow. Where are you going, why, with whom?”

He was right.

In fact, our walks had recently been curtailed. The guards’ persistent interference had made it increasingly uncomfortable for Harty to accompany me freely.

For a prince who supposedly held no power, I seemed to require an awful lot of supervision.

Herkoff’s expression had begun to sharpen as well, the air growing faintly tense. I was just about to intervene when the Wearrel slipped smoothly into the gap in our conversation with a carefully arranged smile.

“I must say, I am impressed by Your Highness’s initiative in assembling and attempting to utilize instruments even I find difficult to handle,” ” he began lightly. “Perhaps we should establish a set period each day devoted exclusively to alchemy.”

“That’s only because you brought back the manuals and specifications,” I protested quickly. “Even if I don’t fully understand something, I can experiment and figure it out. If my time’s restricted, it becomes difficult to test anything properly.”

Even something as simple as producing distilled water varied depending on whether one incorporated magic into the process. If my time were strictly partitioned, I wouldn’t be able to compare results freely.

It troubled me a lot, but before I could press the point, I got the distinct sense that the conversation was being gently steered away from where I wanted it to go.
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Winter had grown deep when the bells rang again.

This time, the toll announced the birth of twin younger brothers.

I had suspected something was amiss. Since my meeting with Terry in the spring, my audiences with Father had been cut unusually short. I had wondered what the reason might be, but I had never imagined it would be because of this.

Holding a single beaker in my hand, I stepped out from the Emerald Chamber and lifted my gaze toward the pale winter sky beyond the window. My destination was the section known as the Golden Chamber—a suite adorned with white walls trimmed in gold.

One chamber there, fitted with broad windows, had originally been intended as a salon for receiving guests. Lacking any real purpose, it had become my study instead, though it remained excessively spacious and sparsely furnished.

There were a desk and chair provided within the room, and for reasons that still amused me, a grand piano. Apparently, music was considered essential to the education of royalty, and so I was made to practice as part of my curriculum.

“Prince Arsha, forgive my lateness,” the Wearrel said as he entered, arms laden with scrolls and books for the day’s lesson.

“It’s all right,” I replied, setting the beaker carefully upon the sunlit windowsill. “I only came early because I wanted to place this here as part of an alchemical trial.”

Inside the beaker was a cloudy, milky solution. Across its rim, I had balanced a pen with a string tied to it, the thread dipping down into the liquid.

“What sort of experiment is this?” the Wearrel asked, pausing mid-preparation to glance toward the apparatus at the window.

“It began as distilled water,” I explained, lifting the beaker slightly so the winter light could pass through the cloudy solution. “I made it myself with the distillation apparatus. It’s an authentic product of alchemy, you could say.”

I knew all about distilled water production from the science classrooms of my previous life: heat a liquid until it becomes vapor, then condense it again to remove impurities. It was a simple, reliable method.

“I dissolved salt into that distilled water,” I continued. “When it evaporates, crystals should form along the length of this thread. And I’m running the same procedure with water created through magic—the kind you taught me to generate.”

The magical water had been produced with a simple twisting motion of my hand, as though turning a tap.

I had only been taught the fundamentals of magic so far, and ordinarily one was expected to rely on incantations, structured almost like the language used in programming, to stabilize the phenomenon. But the Wearrel, recognizing that my mind worked somewhat differently from that of an ordinary child, had shown me a shortcut.

Incantations and repetition, he had explained, existed to reinforce the image of the desired phenomenon until the magic aligned with it. If the image wavered, the water would fail to manifest. If doubt crept in, it would not persist.

Since I already possessed a clear mental model of how water should appear and behave—down to its quantity and flow—I found it easier to bypass the formalities.

“When I used test paper to measure magical particles,” I added, “the water produced by magic reacted. It looked like ordinary water, but its properties differ. So I wondered, if I follow the same procedure to produce another substance, will the differences persist? This is a comparative experiment.”

I might not own the books I studied from, since they were borrowed, but that didn’t stop me from practicing alchemy in earnest. Thanks to the Wearrel, I had proper equipment. Even if it began as a hobby, it had become a serious one.

The complication, however, lay in the existence of magical particles—mana. It was a phenomenon that defied the science I knew. The alchemy described in this world overlapped with my understanding in places, yet diverged wildly in others.

Some instruments required one to channel magical power into them to activate their function. Others described sealing reagents inside containers and deliberately triggering spells within, forcing reactions through arcane interference. From a scientific perspective, it bordered on the absurd.

“Are you certain you’re comfortable operating the fire-based apparatus?” the Wearrel asked, glancing at the setup with measured concern.

“I’m fine,” I assured him. “No matter what I attempt later, producing uncontaminated water like this is the primary step. I need to become accustomed to it. The alchemical texts emphasize the importance of purification over and over again.”

The alchemy books themselves were maddeningly poetic. So much so that I sometimes wondered whether their authors had been under the influence of some questionable potion when writing them. Yet when decoded, the instructions were entirely practical: remove variables, refine, eliminate uncertainty.

In that regard, alchemy was not so different from science.

I had even measured the salt carefully, using proper scales and calibrated weights to ensure the quantities matched the mentioned numbers.

“And Ikuto is here again today to make sure I don’t injure myself,” I added.

He had followed me silently as usual and now stood discreetly against the wall so as not to interfere with the lesson.

“Indeed,” the Wearrel replied, setting his materials in order. “Today’s topic concerns the geography of the eastern continent, so perhaps we shall also invite Ikuto to contribute.”

“Really?” Ikuto said with a faint smile as he moved a bookshelf’s width closer to the Wearrel. “Will you be covering my homeland of Ninohoto then?”

The volume the Wearrel opened was enormous, its binding richly decorated—worthy of its place in the Imperial Library. When he turned it toward me, a two-page illustration spread across the paper. It showed a bustling port city, ships crowding the harbor, and banners snapping in the wind. The scene was undoubtedly embellished, but the buildings depicted were low and broad, their roofs seemingly tiled structures rather than the steep stonework common in the empire.

“I thought Your Highness might take an interest in Sir Ikuto’s country,” the Wearrel said. “So I borrowed a volume that includes illustrated maps.”

I had suspected as much from his name, but seeing the architecture only confirmed it.

“Ikuto, is ‘Totos’ a family name from Ninohoto?” I asked, tilting my head.

“No,” he replied easily. “It was created when I was granted a title here. In Ninohoto, my name is Ikizaemon Toshiaki Todo.”

“Iku… zae… mon?” the Wearrel repeated uncertainly, his ears twitching in response to the unfamiliar sounds.

“Yes,” Ikuto said with good humor. “Many here struggled to pronounce it. So I rearranged the syllables into ‘Ikuto Totos’ to go by within the empire.”

Ikuto, it turned out, possessed a far more aggressively traditional name than I had anticipated. Coral hair and blue skin gave him the air of a fantasy being, and yet there he was, apparently an Ikizaemon.

“However,” he continued, resting one hand lightly on the open book, “the ancestral homeland of the sea folk lies south of Ninohoto, in the Chitos Federation. It was once a collection of smaller states that unified after coming under imperial rule. Have you studied that yet?”

“Um… Chitos and Ninohoto are both among the twelve principal nations of the Iscarion Empire, right?”

“Correct,” Ikuto said with a nod. “Before being incorporated into the empire, Ninohoto conducted no exchange with the southern sea folk. Now we trade regularly, and migration occurs as well. Strictly speaking, I am not of Ninohoto’s original human stock.”

He spoke at length, his tone calm but proud.

The Wearrel gave a faint laugh. “It seems today’s lecture may expand beyond the planned scope.”

As Ikuto continued describing coastal currents and maritime routes, I found myself glancing briefly at the beaker by the window.

If even water could carry invisible differences beneath its surface, then perhaps people did as well. After all, they were shaped not only by origin, but by the currents that carried them elsewhere.

“Sir Ikuto would make an excellent instructor himself,” the Wearrel observed with genuine approval. “Knowledge delivered by one who has lived it settles more naturally in the ear. Ninohoto aside, the eastern region of the continent is the ancestral homeland of the imperial house that founded the empire. It is only proper that Prince Arsha be well acquainted with it.”

And so, the day’s lesson in geography began with Ikuto assisting as an auxiliary lecturer. True to form, the Wearrel never neglected an opportunity to broaden the scope of my education.

“The central region of the continent, where the empire now stands, remained untamed land for a long time,” he explained further, turning a page in the great illustrated volume. “Do you recall why?”

“It was surrounded by mountain ranges on all sides,” I answered promptly. “And there were no viable passes through them.”

“Precisely. In ancient times, the human race resided primarily in the east. Now, the majority live in the central continent. Excluding the empire itself, Ninohoto remains the nation with the highest human population, but prior to the empire’s founding, it was merely one small state among many.”

“If that’s the case, what happened to the other eastern nations? Did they all relocate to the central continent?” I asked, leaning forward.

Ikuto, who had grown up there, took up the explanation.

“In truth, the eastern lands suffer from frequent natural disasters. After the empire was established, many human communities chose relocation over rebuilding devastated cities. And once populations declined, the calamities seemed only to intensify year after year—from the sea, from the mountains, from beneath the earth, even from the sky.”

“Then how did Ninohoto survive?” I asked bluntly.

“Perhaps it proved the most resilient,” he answered with a smile. “Typhoons, landslides, volcanic eruptions, torrential rains—we raise an outcry each time. And yet by the following morning, reconstruction begins. It may simply be our temperament. We are not people inclined to remain idle.”

It sounded uncannily familiar.

In my previous life, I had heard similar stories. Yet hearing it from someone else’s perspective made the hardship feel newly vivid.

With the east plagued by relentless disaster, I could only imagine the desperation that drove our ancestors to attempt the perilous journey over mountain ranges in search of a new homeland.

If there are this many cultural echoes between Ninohoto and my previous home land… could there be samurai? Or yokai?

Curiosity overrode restraint.

“Since the culture differs,” I ventured, “are there differences in native monsters? Or perhaps professions that serve in place of imperial knights or soldiers?”

Ikuto hesitated, clearly aware that we had strayed from the scheduled curriculum. My expectant gaze seemingly pushed him to stray even further from the topic at hand than he’d originally intended.

“Not… entirely different,” he began cautiously. “Though… Oh, there is one distinction. Are you familiar with curses that cannot be resolved using magic?”

His words hung heavy in the air between us.

Before Ikuto could elaborate, the Wearrel lifted a finger, his expression sharpening with academic interest.

“There are legends of curses among the elves as well as the beastfolk,” the Wearrel remarked, tilting his head thoughtfully. “I have heard such tales myself, more in the manner of folklore than history.”

Ikuto seemed to have anticipated this reaction, for he smiled faintly before continuing. “This, however, is said to be an actual case of a curse brought about not by magic, but by an ordinary creature incapable of casting spells. It is known as the Curse of the Crab.”

Now this topic had my full attention.

“Magical aptitude differs by race, doesn’t it?” I said quickly. “As a sea folk, you command water. The Wearrel wields wind, thanks to his elven blood. Herkoff is physically enhanced, as all beastfolk are. Humans cannot master magic to the same extremes, but we can use all attributes to some degree. If that’s true, why couldn’t magic counter it? Is a curse separate from magic somehow? And can someone who cannot use magic still inflict a curse?”

Encouraged—perhaps emboldened—by my eagerness, Ikuto cleared his throat and adopted a storyteller’s cadence.

“Then, if you will indulge me. There once was a man who loved crabs so dearly that he could not bear to go a day without eating it. The man ate crabs every single day. One day, however, after touching a crab, his body began to swell red all over. Those around him urged him to stop, but he could not give it up. He continued to eat it, gasping for breath, reeling with dizziness, vomiting, yet still returning to it, until at last he died.

“The tale serves as a warning—if one subjects even the smallest creatures to prolonged cruelty, their resentment may grow potent enough to become a curse.”

“Is that supposed to be frightening?” I asked, brow furrowing. “Or… not?”

Ikuto and the Wearrel appeared to perceive it as a moral fable.

But to me, it sounded like something else entirely.

Isn’t that just an allergy?

I distinctly remembered that shellfish allergies could develop even in adulthood. If such medical conditions existed in this world as well and if magic proved ineffective against them, then perhaps what they called a curse was simply a phenomenon not yet understood.

“Could alchemy address it?” I murmured.

My gaze drifted to the beaker at the window, where I was attempting to coax salt crystals from evaporating water. If magic and nature could diverge in such subtle ways, perhaps alchemy, rooted in observation and refinement, might bridge the gap.
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As the first prince, I was destined to be drawn into political strife merely by existing. That I realized this only after discovering the refuge of alchemy might have been a blessing in its own quiet way.

“The crystals formed from the magically produced water are smaller,” I muttered, bending closer to the windowsill. “And the shapes are irregular. Hm… perhaps I should have standardized the crystallization conditions more carefully.”

I studied the two beakers side by side, comparing the slow growth of salt crystals—one from distilled water, the other from water generated using magic. The difference was subtle, yet undeniable.

“I’ll leave these here in the sunlight and let them continue growing,” I decided aloud. “If they develop into larger crystals, we’ll see whether the disparity persists. And then… No, that’s odd.”

Frowning, I returned the beaker I had been holding to the window in the Golden Chamber before crossing into the adjoining Blue Chamber. Harty followed, her expression shifting to mild confusion as she glanced around the empty chamber.

“Your Highness has already finished breakfast,” she said slowly. “Yet none of them are present.”

The Blue Chamber served as the waiting area for my attendants—the Wearrel and Herkoff as tutors and Ikuto as my guard. It was unusual for it to stand vacant.

As if on cue, a knock sounded at the door.

“Prince Arsha,” Ikuto called from the other side. “Please accept my apologies for our delayed arrival.”

He entered first, bowing his head, with Herkoff following close behind, rolling his thick shoulders in mild irritation.

“It seems we were being subtly questioned,” Herkoff said bluntly. “Ran into an old colleague from my days in the army.”

“Really?” I asked. “By whom? I can understand Ikuto and Herkoff being approached, but Wearrel? Do you have acquaintances here as well?”

Being investigated did not trouble me much. I harbored no ambition or desire for the throne. Still, I had not forgotten how suspicion alone had nearly led to steel being drawn against me in the garden.

“There are a few noble sons I once taught at the Academy,” the Wearrel admitted, his ears dipping to sit low against his head in discomfort. “However, the one who approached me was a court scholar specializing in magic.”

“What did they ask?” I pressed. “What are they investigating? I’ve done nothing.”

The three exchanged glances.

“I mentioned that Your Highness began studying magic at six,” Ikuto said carefully. “And that you are exceptionally perceptive.”

“I told them your bones are still soft and that we’re only practicing movement drills in swordsmanship,” Herkoff added. “And that you’re sharp as they come.”

“I spoke of your diligence,” the Wearrel finished. “And of your intellect.”

They had meant to praise me, but doing so might not have been wise.

“Did any of them seem interested in using me in some way?” I asked quietly. “If they approached each one of you separately and if this was coordinated rather than a coincidence, then the person orchestrating it could command influence across multiple professions. That would make them troublesome.”

My concern was not for myself.

It was for Father.

If someone powerful enough to mobilize soldiers, scholars, and court officials simultaneously decided that I was a useful piece to maneuver, the implications would extend far beyond a child’s reputation among the squabbling nobility.

The game board might already be shifting.

“His Majesty has only sat on the throne for three years,” I continued, my thoughts racing even as I spoke. “He is finally stabilizing his position and beginning to move forward. If someone wished to hinder him, wouldn’t it make sense to establish me as a rival to Terry and see what happens?”

If that were the case, then praise was the last thing I needed.

If whispers began that I was more capable, more well-suited, and more promising as a potential emperor, it would only invite rebellion. The ducal house—already sensitive—might interpret even the smallest rumor as provocation. Stir them further, and Father’s attention would be diverted and his reform efforts slowed by having to manage internal strife.

Silence fell across the chamber.

“That sharpness is precisely the problem…”

Harty’s voice overlapped with the others so completely that it became a single, layered murmur. They looked as startled as I felt.

“What?” I blinked. “Am I doing something too conspicuous? I spend most of my time shut away in my rooms.”
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The Wearrel cleared his throat softly, as though reluctant to add yet another complication.

“There are records of all library usage,” he said. “Anyone who examines them will see that Your Highness has read an astonishing number of volumes for a child—enough to draw attention even among adults.”

“Ah. I see.”

The realization struck with painful clarity.

“I’ll… reduce my library visits.”

Saying these words felt as though I were cutting away a piece of myself. Even as I said them, my chest tightened. But if the alternative was becoming a tool used to hinder my family—Father’s reforms, Terry’s future—then restraint was a small price to pay.

I’m the older brother. I can be sensible about this.

“I’ll keep a low profile from now on,” I said, forcing steadiness into my voice. “Please, all of you, act accordingly.”

“Are you certain?” Harty asked, her expression stricken in a way that made me want to retract my decision at once.

It felt awkward to repeat myself aloud, so I answered Harty with a small, reassuring smile instead. “I don’t want to be in anyone’s way.”

My attendants fell quiet at that. They seemed to understand, and no one tried to dissuade me further. At that moment, I truly believed that if I simply endured in silence and made myself smaller and less conspicuous, then the tension surrounding me would gradually dissipate.

It was a naïve assumption.

I had scarcely resolved to keep my head down when the blow came.

“What? Ikuto is being reassigned?”

The announcement arrived without warning, only days after we had agreed I should avoid attracting attention.

“I protested that altering Prince Arsha’s guard without even informing him was improper,” Ikuto said evenly, though the tension lingering beneath his composure was unmistakable.

“So… can you remain as my guard?” I asked.

He hesitated, and the answer was written all across his face before he spoke.

“It will be difficult. It was His Majesty who placed me here, yes. But authority over the palace guard ultimately rests with the commander.”

“And that commander is?”

“Marquis Strateg,” the Wearrel replied.

“As a faction, he is considered neutral,” Harty added quietly. “Though, in practice, he leans somewhat toward Duke Eurasion.”

“Duke Eurasion… That’s the ducal house founded by the previous emperor’s younger brother, correct?” I asked, piecing together fragments of memory.

“That’s right,” Herkoff replied without hesitation. “If the late emperor hadn’t stubbornly insisted on putting his own son on the throne from his sickbed, the current Duke Eurasion—his nephew—would likely be emperor today.”

I hadn’t known that.

Or rather, I had never been told.

Connections that had once seemed abstract suddenly snapped into place.

“If that’s the case,” I continued slowly, “would interfering with Father’s personnel decisions benefit Duke Eurasion in any way?”

The attendants exchanged glances before Harty answered.

“Not in any immediate sense,” she admitted. “However, if it were seen that one of His Majesty’s decisions could be overturned, it might serve as a rallying point. Factions could gather momentum based upon that precedent and grow into a viable counterforce.”

“So, the benefit is symbolic,” I murmured. “And what about Marquis Strateg? What does he gain?”

“Maybe he didn’t like being overruled by an emperor he considers nothing more than a count’s son,” Herkoff suggested bluntly.

Ikuto shook his head at once. “No. The marquis is not the type to attach himself beneath Duke Eurasion’s banner. He prefers to cultivate a smaller but stable faction of his own. He is pragmatic and even cold at times, but he does not act without some calculable advantage.”

“So, from your perspective, he’s cautious,” I said. “And we can’t conclude that Duke Eurasion is involved.”

As I tried to construct a clearer image of the marquis in my mind, the Wearrel raised a finger.

“Then perhaps,” he proposed thoughtfully, “this is a probe—an attempt to gauge Your Highness’s response. Will you accept the reassignment meekly, or will you demonstrate the will to oppose it?”

“That interpretation makes it tempting to comply,” I said with a wry smile. “Staying quiet would certainly attract less attention.”

The irony wasn’t lost on me. Only days ago, I had declared my intention to fade into the background.

“But I can’t ignore this,” I continued, the decision settling firmly in my chest. “If someone can use their authority to move against me once, they’ll do it again. If I allow it now, it sets a precedent. In that case, I’d rather respond decisively the first time so there won’t be a second.”

“Are you certain, Prince Arsha?” Ikuto asked gently. “You may be subjected to further unpleasant rumors.”

He was concerned for me.

And he was right to be.

Being treated as a threat for no reason was exhausting. It was infuriating to think that merely holding my brother’s hand had been enough to invite suspicion.

For a fleeting moment, anger flared—hot and childish.

But beneath it lay something steadier.

“I believe that this time, we have to act,” I said at last. “If I want any future interference to remain nothing more than unpleasant whispers, then I can’t ignore the present. It’s not about clinging to what I have now. It’s about protecting what comes later.”

Herkoff’s lips curled in something almost eager. “If you’re saying that, I assume you’ve got a plan?”

“I’m going to see His Majesty,” I replied. “Harty, help me change.”

“Now?” she exclaimed, blinking in alarm.

That mave me pause. Another concern surfaced at once.

“We’ll need to determine where Father is first.”

“If that is the case,” Ikuto said, already thinking ahead, “the guards stationed at the sector where His Majesty is present will reveal it. As members of the palace guard, we know one another’s posts.”

“Then you come with me, Ikuto,” I decided. “If there’s interference, I’ll need at least one person whose presence is justified.”

“In that case, I—” Herkoff began.

The Wearrel stepped smoothly in front of him. “With respect, Herkoff is visibly formidable. If subtlety becomes necessary, I may be better suited to catching them off guard.”

My attendants were far too ready to involve themselves, their loyalty pushing them to act almost recklessly. Yet I could not take them all. If this escalated into something worthy of reprimand, I would not be able to shield everyone from the consequences. Ikuto alone could accompany me under the legitimate pretext of fulfilling his assigned duty as my guard, while the others would remain behind, ignorant by deliberate design. That way, if responsibility were demanded afterward, it would rest squarely on my shoulders.

We were stopped long before reaching Father’s chambers.

“Denied.”

The word came flat and immediate from the imperial guard stationed before the door. He did not even offer to announce my presence.

“Why?” I asked evenly. “I am merely requesting that you inform His Majesty I have come.”

“You will not disrupt state affairs,” the guard replied. “And especially not after the disturbance you caused recently.”

I felt Ikuto tense behind me.

“I have urgent business,” I said.

“We cannot admit someone whose intentions are unclear. Nor have we been granted permission to do so.”

His tone was dismissive, bordering on insolent. He did not bow, and he did not address me properly. There was no trace of the deference befitting a prince of the imperial house.

We had been obstructed at several points on the way here—delayed, questioned unnecessarily, nearly turned back outright. But to be refused at the door, without even a token attempt to announce my arrival…

It was deliberate. The guard was unfamiliar to me, yet his stance made his intentions unmistakable: he had no desire to treat me as royalty. Such certainty rarely came from nowhere, which suggested ducal influence somewhere behind the scenes. Strangely, Father’s bowl-cut adorned aide, the man who had once glared at me so openly, had not done so in recent days. That, too, might have signified something.

“I see. Since you claim you cannot admit me even on urgent business because you received no prior notice, then tell me your name.”

“There is no reason for me to disclose it.”

Ah. So, he knew he was doing something he might later be questioned for. That alone was enough to make irritation flare hot in my chest.

Fine.

If he intended to be unreasonable, then I would be unreasonable in return.

“Ikuto, just a moment—”

I called him over and leaned in to whisper, making certain the guard could see us plainly. The imperial sentry’s gaze stayed fixed on us, sharp with suspicion. After murmuring my instructions, I saw Ikuto’s expression grow troubled, but I did not hesitate.

I moved at once.

“Here we go.”

“What?!”

I removed my outer coat by myself. Harty had chosen an especially ornate one for meeting the emperor, and the decorative fastenings made it awkward to manage alone. Still, I wrestled myself free.

“If you’re so suspicious,” I said evenly, “then go ahead. Check for yourself.”

I held the coat out to the guard.

He did not take it.

Naturally, it slipped from my fingers and fell to the floor.

The guard glanced helplessly toward Ikuto, but following my instructions, he had already turned his back.

In the meantime, I unwound the scarf from my neck, then removed the smaller ornaments pinned to my clothing, offering them one by one, only to let them drop to the ground as well. Faced with such blatant absurdity unfolding before him, the guard lost focus entirely, completely forgetting the very door he had been assigned to protect.

That was enough.

Ikuto moved immediately and pushed the door open.

Inside lay the antechamber, where other palace guards stood in wait. Father himself was in the inner room beyond.

Ikuto drew in a deep breath, then called out deliberately, his voice carrying through the chamber.

“Prince Arsha!”

Both the sentry and the palace guards stared in confusion, unable to grasp what was happening, but the person who needed to hear it had heard it clearly.

The inner door burst open.

“What happened to Arsha?!”

Father rushed out at once, clearly reacting to Ikuto’s alarm the instant he recognized his voice, but the moment he saw me, he froze.

A shirt was essentially an undergarment never meant to be seen beyond the privacy of one’s chambers, which meant that me standing there in the corridor clad in nothing but that single layer could only be interpreted one way. It was not mischief. It was not petulance. It was an unmistakable sign distress.

“I beg forgiveness for the impropriety of my appearance,” I said, bowing as neatly as I could with Father’s coat hastily draped over my shoulders. “But this man appeared to regard me as a threat. I wished to demonstrate that I carried nothing dangerous. Hence… this.”

“What did you say?”

Father’s voice was quiet, but the anger beneath it was unmistakable. The guard, now visibly pale, scrambled to gather the garments and ornaments still scattered across the corridor floor.

“Inside,” Father ordered curtly. “You will report to your captain.”

Years of military training surfaced in the efficiency of his tone. He took my clothing from the guard without ceremony, settled the coat more securely around me, and guided me through the antechamber into the office beyond.

“Forgive me, I will require a moment,” he announced as he entered the room.

So, he had been in the middle of an audience. The fact that he had rushed out the instant he’d heard my name sent a quiet warmth through me, despite knowing I had disrupted official business.

The bowl-cut aide stood inside, clearly caught off guard and unable to intercept Father in time.

“I will be brief,” I said, straightening. “I came to confirm something directly with Your Majesty. I have been informed that Ikuto is to be reassigned. I wished to know whether this decision was truly yours.”

“I have heard nothing of this,” Father replied at once. His gaze shifted to the man seated opposite him. “What is the meaning of this, Marquis Strateg?”

Ah.

So, the visitor with violet hair was the Marquis Strateg in question.

He cut an imposing figure—broad-shouldered, disciplined posture, hair kept short rather than made stiff with scented oils like so many court nobles. Even under Father’s scrutiny, he did not so much as blink.

“Members of the palace guard rarely remain in the same posting beyond five years,” the marquis replied evenly. “Three is common. Two, not unheard of. In that regard, the reassignment is unremarkable. Has some difficulty arisen?”

Smooth.

But if it were truly routine, Ikuto would not have described it as sudden.

“Ikuto has earned Arsha’s trust,” Father said, his tone measured but firm. “He has mine as well. I see no issue with maintaining the current arrangement. Unless there is an objection? If necessary, I will place Ikuto directly under my authority.”

This was a calculated concession—acknowledging the marquis’s jurisdiction while quietly asserting imperial prerogative.

“There would be no objection,” Marquis Strateg replied without hesitation. “If the present arrangement is to continue, then it continues.”

That was sufficient for me. An explicit confirmation from the emperor himself was shield enough.

But the marquis was not finished.

“There has, however, been prior discussion regarding the disproportion between the size of the prince’s quarters and the number of assigned personnel,” he continued calmly. “An increase in staff was to accompany the reassignment. How shall we proceed on that matter?”

Father paused to consider the proposal, and a warning bell rang sharply in my mind. Additional personnel would mean more eyes, more ears, and potentially more leverage placed in someone else’s hands. The marquis had yielded the obvious point with disarming ease, only to advance another in its place. He was not the sort of man who stumbled without rising again holding something of value.
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I had gone to halt Ikuto’s reassignment, and in doing so, I had made Harty cry.

“Prince Arsha is His Majesty’s son…” She wept, pressing a handkerchief to her eyes. “And yet you are obstructed from even seeing your father? How much more must you endure?”

I could imagine exactly how she was feeling. With my mother gone and Father too burdened by affairs of state to visit often, I must have appeared pitiable in her eyes.

To her, I was not merely a prince caught in factional maneuvering. I was her sister’s child, standing alone against forces too large to fight. The fact that she could not shield me from them only deepened her grief.

But I carried memories of a previous life in which family warmth had not been so readily given. Compared to that, this distance felt… measured. Manageable.

As six-year-old Arsha, I did wish to speak more with my father, yes, but not at the cost of troubling everyone around me. I would rather restrain myself than become an added burden to an emperor already besieged on all sides. And as for ingratiating myself with adults who clearly disliked me—I had no such inclination.

“Harty,” I said gently, “this time, I gained something.”

She looked up, startled.

“His Majesty agreed to establish formal procedures for emergency communication between us.”

If the marquis was a man who never rose empty-handed, then I would not leave empty-handed either. The imperial guard who had blocked me had been on the receiving end of Father’s glare; that alone would ripple through the ranks. Though, admittedly, that might invite new rumors.

In fact, the three palace guards who had once nearly drawn their swords on me had already resigned. Officially, it had been voluntary. Father’s anger had merely hastened their decision. Yet the whisper that circulated claimed I had forced them out.

If the guard today was to meet the same fate, I suspected that story would grow teeth.

Fortunately, imperial guards served only in Father’s immediate vicinity, so any resentment would remain contained—at least for now.

“There is one more matter,” Ikuto added, his expression sober. “Marquis Strateg may have taken particular notice. He petitioned for an increase in palace guards assigned to Your Highness’s quarters and… received approval.”

“An increase isn’t necessarily a problem,” Herkoff replied with a shrug. “Let them stand at the entrances and look decorative. Most palace guards come from respectable families and care more about appearances than confrontation. You won’t see four of them marching into your study.”

When he grinned, his teeth showed, and for a moment he looked every inch the beast he resembled.

“From the army’s perspective, imperial guards are decorative,” Herkoff scoffed, folding his thick arms. “And palace guards? Mostly well-born youths permitted to hang a sword at their hips without ever seeing a battlefield. No offense, Ikuto.”

“None taken,” Ikuto replied dryly. “I would prefer not to be grouped with them. Many are… excessively conscious of authority. Even Marquis Strateg would face resistance if he attempted to assign too many to this wing.”

From men who had actually seen combat, that assessment carried weight.

“Though the opposite is also possible,” the Wearrel interjected, tempering the mood. “We must consider the chance that the marquis will place one of his own trusted subordinates here.”

His ears twitched faintly as he continued, “The marquis’s primary motivation may be curiosity. Recently, Your Highness has devoted yourself to alchemy and reduced your walks. To an outside observer, your activities have become difficult to gauge.”

He was not wrong.

For nobles who staked their futures on succession, whether or not I harbored ambition for the throne was not a trivial matter. And in a court steeped in suspicion, my own intentions were irrelevant. What mattered was what others believed.

“I’m already confined like this, and they still doubt me?” I sighed. “Tell me, if Marquis Strateg believed I had ambition for the throne, would he try to suppress it? Or exploit it?”

Herkoff scratched his jaw with a clawed finger, thinking aloud. “I’m no politician. But if his priority is maintaining his current influence, he’d prefer a stable reign under His Majesty. In that case, a prince with little to no backing stepping forward wouldn’t be ideal. It’s hard to picture him encouraging that.”

If even after all this discussion I still found no clear point of contact between myself and the marquis, perhaps I was overreaching. Or perhaps the marquis himself did not yet know what to make of me.

It only increased the chances of him sending someone to observe me directly.

Then perhaps I should investigate his intentions in return—

I quickly put an end to that thought.

Since when had I begun entertaining the notion of political maneuvering as though it were a pastime? I had no desire to wade into factional strife. For now, it was enough to remain what I appeared to be: a first prince drifting ever farther from the throne, absorbed in alchemy.

If one day they were convinced I had no ambition, perhaps I would be allowed to see Terry again. For that, I might as well study more of the garden’s rare plants so he would not cry over a startled insect next time.

More eyes might gather around me, but if I stayed quiet long enough, surely they would lose interest.

That was what I believed.

This way of thinking proved, once again, too optimistic.

One afternoon, a palace guard made the unusual trip all the way to the left wing to summon Ikuto.

“The Marquis Strateg is summoning me?” Ikuto asked, his voice even but edged with faint surprise.

“Apparently there’s paperwork that requires identity verification,” came the breezy reply. “I had to look all over for you, Totus-san. You came over here before your shift even started.”

I heard the exchange from the Blue Chamber.

The door leading to the staircase that connected to the main residence stood open, carelessly so. The young palace guard who had delivered the message leaned against it with lazy familiarity, one hand braced against the frame as though he stood in a tavern threshold rather than a prince’s quarters.

From where I sat, I could see him clearly now: early twenties, with uncommon blond hair and sharp black eyes that wandered the room without restraint. It was not his hair color that left an impression, but the way he looked—bold, appraising, and utterly without deference.

“Very well. I’ll go. You—”

“Oh, I was told to fill your shoes while you’re gone,” the young man cut in lightly. “There’s only one guard assigned to His Highness, right? So go on, go on.”

As Ikuto stepped out, the guard slipped inside in the same motion, closing the distance before anyone granted him permission to do so.

“Pleasure,” he said with an easy grin. “Revan Daphne Yarney Mildoadis. I’ll be handling your protection for now. Looking forward to working with you.”

His tone was harmless on the surface.

His conduct was not.

He had neither requested entry nor awaited leave to speak. That alone was a breach of protocol. In fact, he had not once addressed me properly. His gaze slid past me as though I were a piece of furnishing rather than the master of these rooms.

If Marquis Strateg had deliberately selected this man, then the insult was more calculated than I had anticipated.

This was not mere negligence. It was provocation.

Even so, Ikuto was responding to the direct summons from his superior. I could not justify preventing him from going. As he departed, he cast Revan a sharp, unmistakable look—a warning delivered without words.

Revan ignored it.

“All right, then. First thing’s first, I’ll conduct a sweep,” he announced casually, already striding deeper into the chamber. “Too many unnecessary rooms in this place.”

“That will not be required,” Harty replied crisply. “I conducted the inspection myself at dawn. If you intend to call yourself a guard, refrain from unnecessary theatrics and remain by the wall.”

“Now, now,” Revan laughed. “A lady alone can’t be expected to catch everything. We’re the professionals. Dangerous corners, blind spots—you know how it is.”

“If an intruder had entered,” Harty returned coolly, “there would be no reason for them not to target me first.”

Harty’s composure was admirable, her tone cool and unshaken despite the provocation. Revan, however, showed no sign of adjusting his conduct. If anything, his indifference sharpened.

Throughout the exchange, he continued to ignore me entirely, as though the individual he had ostensibly been assigned to protect did not warrant acknowledgment. That, I suspected, was not negligence but design.

“Lock the rooms other than the Blue Chamber, Harty,” I instructed evenly, keeping my gaze forward.

“At once, Your Highness,” Harty replied with a graceful curtsey, already turning toward the corridor with the ring of keys gathered firmly in her hand.

Following her lead and remaining composed, I continued to ignore Revan and addressed Harty directly. If he intended to pretend that I was beneath acknowledgment, I could just as easily return the favor.

The shift did not go unnoticed. Revan stepped smoothly into Harty’s path, deliberately obstructing her with ease that was anything but accidental.

“That’s my responsibility, isn’t it?” he said lightly. “I’m the guard here. Go on, hand over the keys.”

“These keys were entrusted to me under His Majesty’s authority,” Harty replied, her tone cool and immovable. “You have no jurisdiction over them. Stand aside.”

“Wow, that’s harsh,” Revan laughed. “Being so tense won’t help you find a new husband.”

He knew she was a widow. He knew, and yet he chose to weaponize it.

Even I, who prided myself on my measured restraint, felt heat rise sharply in my chest at the deliberate insult.
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Harty had once returned to her family’s viscount house with a young daughter in her arms, only to find that her elder brother—now head of the household—could scarcely afford to feed those already under his care.

It had been my mother who, after consulting with Father, invited Harty to serve as my wet nurse so she would have security and dignity once more. She was not merely a servant. She was someone my parents had cherished and trusted. To hear her mocked so casually was intolerable.

“Harty, go on,” I said, rising from my chair as though nothing were amiss. “I’ll prepare for music.”

As I spoke, I deliberately moved in the opposite direction from her. Revan hesitated, caught between deciding who required his attention more. That moment of uncertainty was enough. Harty quickly secured the Blue Chamber first, locking it with brisk efficiency. The only door left open connected the Golden Chamber to the salon where the grand piano stood.

Originally, I had been set to sit and study from my books, but I changed our plans without announcement. A music lesson using the neglected grand piano was less likely to invite interference.

Revan, however, used Harty’s absence to wander freely through the Golden Chamber. He claimed it was part of his “inspection,” yet the way he opened drawers and peered into corners resembled a burglar casing a house more than a guard ensuring safety.

He really is insufferable. Perhaps he hopes to provoke me into losing my temper.

Even after I began to play, he continued to move about, interjecting with idle commentary, disrupting the atmosphere with calculated irreverence. Then a single sound shifted the balance.

A knock came from the direction of the Blue Chamber.

There was no attempt to enter; it was only a knock.

“Someone’s here,” Revan said lazily. “Go on, go on.”

“Why should I leave you alone with Prince Arsha?” Harty replied coolly.

“Now, now. There’s no need to worry. I can manage watching a child.”

Ordinarily, either Ikuto or Harty would respond immediately to a visitor. Today, however, Ikuto was absent and Revan remained stubbornly unmoving where he stood.

“Really, what are you so nervous about?” he pressed, his tone mocking. “Unless someone you don’t want showing up has arrived?”

“If that is your concern,” Harty replied, unflinching, “you are free to open the door yourself.”

“Come on,” he laughed. “I’m the guard. Can’t exactly abandon my post.”

“Harty, go,” I said calmly, fingers still resting on the keys. “It’s probably Herkoff.”

As I urged her forward, I rose from the piano bench and drifted toward the window opposite the door to the Blue Chamber. Harty hesitated, unease plain in her expression, but she obeyed and slipped out of the Golden Chamber on my order.

Revan and I were alone.

“So, the ex-soldier bear, is it?” Revan muttered.

Even as he spoke, his eyes roamed around the room. After a few moments, he opened a cabinet without permission.

It was empty.

There had never been much in this room to begin with. The salon held onlythe grand piano, a few chairs, and a table.

“Getting rid of your possessions already?” he scoffed. “That just screams you’re hiding something.”

A tiresome misunderstanding had clearly occurred, but I ignored him.

Instead, I crossed to the window and retrieved the beaker I had left there earlier.

“What’s that glass thing?”

Apparently, he had never seen laboratory glassware before. I wasn’t surprised. There was no equivalent of a modern science curriculum here. Inside the beaker, a salt crystal had grown large enough to pinch between two fingers. I carefully extracted it.

“A transparent stone? Is this some kind of curse ritual?”

His tone was openly derisive now.

I had already been considering how to remove him from the room when Herkoff’s arrival was announced by his knock on the door.

That was when I decided.

I can use this.

“Like this?” I murmured lightly.

Weighing the motion in my mind, I walked toward the stone hearth—solid, unyielding masonry. Then, emptying my thoughts, I brought the beaker down hard against its edge. The crash of shattering glass rang sharply through the chamber.

“What was that noise?!”

Ideally, I would have remembered that shattered glass cut both ways, but seeing Revan’s stunned expression almost made it worthwhile.

I looked down at my hand as blood welled quickly, slipping between my fingers.

It’s worth it, I told myself fiercely.

Herkoff and Harty burst in from the direction of the Blue Chamber. Their eyes widened at the sight of the red spreading rapidly across the floor beneath my hand.

“Prince Arsha! Your Highness, your hand! You’re bleeding!”

“What did you do, you bastard?!”

“I-I didn’t—! Ahhh—!”

The moment Harty cried out at the sight of blood streaming down my left hand, Herkoff moved.

In one fluid motion, he closed the distance between them and seized Revan. Before the man could so much as touch the hilt of his sword, he was slammed to the floor and pinned.

Herkoff’s movements were efficient, precise, and absolute.

This was exactly what one would expect from a man who had once served on real battlefields.

Revan didn’t even have time to draw steel.

Being pinned like that must have hurt. Though to be fair, I had tried to brush him off at first and send him away nicely.

“I think being alone with the guard personally dispatched by Marquis Strateg and ending up with this injury is… somewhat problematic,” I said with a pleasant smile, regretting that, of all things, I had been preparing highly concentrated saltwater to make salt crystals. Something more bizzare would have been more fun.

At my remark, Revan grimaced from where he lay sprawled on the floor, and I somehow shared the feeling. The saltwater from the shattered beaker stung terribly against the cut, but this was the time for bluffing.

“Now then, we’ll have to call a physician,” I continued evenly. “However, I have no wish to cause a scene. Please inform the marquis of this incident together with Herkoff. It would be appreciated if you could bring a doctor.”

Harty shot me a sharp glare, undoubtedly storing this memory away for later. Herkoff, meanwhile, seemed to grasp that the incident had all been a part of my little performance and let out a weary sigh.

“Hey, we’re leaving,” Herkoff growled, grabbing Revan by the collar. “Doesn’t change the fact that you’re the guard and he got hurt.”

“W-wait, how he responded just now, wasn’t it unreasonable?!” Revan protested as Herkoff hauled him toward the door.

“Quiet!” Herkoff snapped, dragging him away.

With that, Revan was removed from the chamber. I had expected it to take longer, but by the time the saltwater had been rinsed away and my wound carefully examined, Herkoff had already returned.

Revan appeared soon after, this time accompanied by Ikuto, the purple-haired Marquis Strateg, and a bearded older man carrying what was unmistakably a physician’s bag.

“My deepest apologies,” Marquis Strateg said at once, bowing his head slightly. “This was an error in personnel selection on my part.”

As the doctor treated my injury, the marquis accepted responsibility without resistance. The facts left little room for argument: a six-year-old child injured while alone with the guard he had personally assigned. And since I had done it with my left hand, my poor control had made the cut deeper than intended.

“Will it heal before my meeting with Father?” I asked the physician.

The moment the question left my lips, Marquis Strateg bowing his head again. “I offer my sincerest apologies.”

It had been a simple question, not a threat, but he likely wished to avoid the matter reaching the emperor as a question of accountability.

“To think you would send someone who lacks even the most basic manners, who cannot even offer a greeting—” Harty began sharply, her displeasure spilling over as she turned on Revan.

Still clearly irritated with me as well, Harty proceeded to enumerate Revan’s various shortcomings, including the fact that he had insisted on being left alone with me in the first place. I kept as silent as possible.

Revan, who had been so loud earlier, now stood rigid and straight-backed as he was reprimanded, offering not a single word in his defense.

And so, the discourteous guard was successfully sent away in exchange of an apology from Marquis Strateg. After that, however, it was my turn to face judgment.

“You smashed it yourself? Do you realize how dangerous that was?!” Harty demanded, her composure finally cracking.

“And saltwater, of all things!” Herkoff added, brows drawn low in exasperation. “Your Highness, if it hurts, you must say so!”

“What exactly were you doing while I was away?!” There came the Wearrel, his ears twitching sharply as he folded his arms.

I didn’t realize when he had arrived into the chamber, increasing the number of people scolding me for my actions.

Ikuto, who had stepped out with Marquis Strateg, returned shortly thereafter. He surveyed the scene, then spoke with calm precision.

“I can make certain inferences about Your Highness’s intentions, given what was said,” he began evenly. “That aside, the method employed this time was rather forceful. Accordingly, I have secured authority over assigning guards in Your Highness’s immediate vicinity.”

It seemed my recklessness had not been entirely in vain. Thus, my peace would likely be preserved.

Though that did not spare me from the four-on-one lecture that followed.



Chapter Two: Meetings, Partings, and Letters Exchanged


I did not understand why Marquis Strateg had made his move until I turned seven.

“A political rival of Marquis Strateg? And that person is trying to approach me? Why? Out of the emperor’s four sons, I’m the most ignored one and the last in line. There’s no advantage in getting close to me, right?” I asked, unable to produce anything but questions.

Yet the Wearrel, Herkoff, and Ikuto, the three men who had brought me this information, could only respond with wry smiles.

Apparently, they had suspected something behind the sudden personnel reassignment and, despite lacking proper connections, had investigated as best they could. To be honest, my retainers were not of particularly high birth. Ikuto was a first-generation baron. Harty, born to a viscount’s family, still held noble status, but the Wearrel and Herkoff were not nobles at all.

If they had not retained acquaintanceships from previous positions, they likely would have had no contacts within the palace whatsoever.

“Low though Your Highness’s rank in succession may be, you still possess the right,” Ikuto explained calmly. “From the perspective of a house with no claim at all, it might be seen as a one-in-ten-thousand opportunity.”

“His Majesty himself is someone who seized precisely such an opportunity,” Herkoff added grimly. “Your Highness, you are in fact being targeted.”

“That’s a rather frightening way to put it,” I muttered.

“Marquis Strateg has in-laws beyond the Empire’s borders,” Ikuto continued. “It seems that during the aftershocks of a power struggle on that side, there was an attempt made to bring Your Highness under control.”

Though he had never been directly involved with the marquis before, he was Ikuto’s superior, after all. Considering that, my guard had indeed done a great job making inquiries.

The Empire was a group of many nations. Even those under its umbrella retained their own kings and nobility. Above the laws of each country on the continent sat imperial law, functioning almost like an international legal framework. In that sense, the Empire resembled a kind of supranational institution.

“So, in other words,” I said slowly, “for someone who wants to expand their influence at home by brandishing the Empire’s authority, a prince like me—low in importance and safe to send out of the imperial capital—makes an easy target?”

“My prince, please do not speak of yourself that way,” Harty said gently as she entered, having brought breakfast for everyone as usual.

Today’s meal was a meat pie stuffed generously with minced filling, accompanied by a great heap of beans and vegetables, all smothered in a vivid green sauce. It wasn’t that it tasted bad, but why did sauces always have to be poured so liberally over everything?

And though I appreciated everyone going to such lengths to investigate for my sake, I had the feeling there was more beneath the surface of Marquis Strateg’s movements.

The fact that word had only now reached my connection-poor attendants struck me as suspicious. It felt almost as though someone had deliberately fed them a distant and relatively harmless tale of in-law disputes to placate their curiosity.

If that was the case, then perhaps Marquis Strateg himself had merely stirred things up with me as someone else’s accomplice.

“Prince Arsha, will you be practicing alchemy again today until your afternoon lesson?” the Wearrel asked. “I’ve borrowed a new book for you.”

“Yes! Thank you!” I replied at once, setting aside the uninteresting line of thought.

After breakfast, I hurried toward the Emerald Chamber. That day, however, I would come face-to-face with the profound and confounding depths of alchemy.

“Have you any idea what it might be, Prince Arsha?” the Wearrel asked in the afternoon, gesturing toward the perfectly round flask before me.

Its neck was short and its base curved, so it rested secured within a three-legged stand. Inside, something faintly luminous drifted. The interior had been rendered almost a vacuum, so there should have been no air currents. And yet it swayed.

“For now, it’s an unidentified substance,” I said, peering closely at it. “All I did was decompose the air within. As I separated its components, this was what remained. If I had to call it something, I’d say it’s the residue left behind after refining air down to its most minute elements.”

It had begun as a simple scientific experiment. But perhaps because this was a world where magic existed, something had remained at the end. I subjected the mysterious substance to further testing, like submerging it in hot water and placing it within a near-vacuum flask.

The result was a phenomenon that defied ordinary physics: its behavior barely changed at all.

“Well, I must say, Your Highness’s insight in recognizing that something was amiss is impressive,” Herkoff remarked with a crooked grin.

“More than that, the very notion of attempting to decompose air is remarkably original,” Ikuto added.

Both of them were present in the Emerald Chamber, observing my experiments. Harty had returned home for the time being and was absent.

“Hm. I suspect it might be mana… but I don’t have proof,” I admitted.

“I see,” the Wearrel said thoughtfully. “Mana is said to exist, certainly, but no one has yet succeeded in rendering it visible. If this is a non-corporeal remnant left behind after the decomposition of air, then the possibility cannot be dismissed.”

The Wearrel seemed to grasp the implication at once. Herkoff and Ikuto were capable of using magic, though they weren’t specialists in the field. Yet they wore expressions that suggested they were only half following. I began flipping through one of the books, preparing to explain.

“There is a fundamental source of magic in this world known as mana or magical essence,” I explained, glancing between the three of them. “It’s said that certain races prefer regions where mana is dense and that when an area is saturated with it, unexpected phenomena can occur.”

That much I had learned from the Wearrel. His tail, covered in green fur, swayed with unconcealed excitement.

“Lands rich in mana are also said to bring good fortune,” the Wearrel added eagerly. “The elves claim that those who master mana can even influence the weather.”

“Right. And what living beings are born with is called magical power—od. That’s the innate force all life possesses to some degree, generated within the body itself.”

Ikuto, who specialized in water magic, gave a measured nod.

“Indeed. When using magic, one must first perceive one’s own magical power. Depending on aptitude, some can even sense the magical power of others. But when it comes to ambient mana…” He trailed off.

“Exactly,” I continued. “Unlike od, mana can only be perceived after it has been influenced and transformed. We can’t see mana itself, but when it converts into fire, for example, we can see the result.”

As I answered Ikuto, the Wearrel clenched both fists in barely contained anticipation.

“Then if this truly is mana, it would be an extraordinary discovery! Mages have long claimed it exists, yet none have ever proven it!”

“Calm down,” Herkoff muttered, reaching over with a thick, pawed hand to pat the Wearrel in an attempt to soothe him. “Didn’t you hear what His Highness said? Keep a low profile. Stay quiet.”

“I do want to know what it is,” I admitted, turning a page of the book before me. “But I have no intention of announcing anything. If it’s something that can be found this easily, someone else will discover it sooner or later without my help.”

I scanned the section discussing mana. Yet rather than offering clarity, the text drifted into discourse about the mind and the spirit.

The body was matter, it claimed, and the mind dwelling within it was likewise something invisible yet belonging to the material world. The spirit, however, though residing in the body, belonged to another dimension entirely. That other plane was said to lead toward the divine, at which point the explanation veered unmistakably into theology.

“Even if such talent goes unused for the time being, it will not wither,” Ikuto murmured quietly.

Pretending to read, I cast a glance over the top of the page. My attendants had drawn close together and were speaking in hushed tones.

“His Highness showed interest in alchemy of his own accord before any of us suggested it,” Ikuto continued softly.

“I’ll admit, avoiding conflict shows remarkable restraint,” Herkoff said bluntly. “But depending on the situation, stepping forward and making your presence known can establish your position. It’s a form of self-defense too.”

“However, composed he may be, Prince Arsha is still only seven,” the Wearrel replied with a firm nod. “There have even been moves to accelerate his coming-of-age and have him sent from the palace.”

I hadn’t known that.

Politics rolled onward regardless of my wishes. I hated being dragged along with it. If told that this was simply the burden of being born an imperial prince, I would have little room to argue. But it was difficult to accept responsibility pressed upon me when I was scarcely treated as one.

No… perhaps the problem is that I lack awareness myself. But I can’t discard my previous life. Why am I an imperial prince at all? Or was it simply that the prince happened to be me? Ah… no, that’s just a matter of the body.

If that was so, how different was my mind from the one I possessed in my previous life? Perhaps it was not different at all.

“Cogito, ergo sum,” I murmured.

There had been a philosophy in my former world: even if one attempted to deny oneself, the very act of thinking proved the existence of the self. By that logic, even if the body differed, so long as there was continuity of consciousness, I was the same “me” as before.

“So it is.”

“Huh?!”

When I jolted in surprise, nearly leaping to my feet, Ikuto was at my side in an instant, hand already on the hilt of his sword.

“What is it?” Ikuto demanded.

The voice, if it could be called that, and Ikuto’s immediate reaction had startled me.

“I think, therefore I am. I am here.”

The whisper, neither quite someone else’s voice nor entirely my own thought, seemed to go unheard by everyone else.

“Who?” I asked quietly, raising one hand to signal my attendants to stay back.

The answer came from an entirely unexpected source.

“You affirm the self as self, interpret it as existence. Therefore I am that which is. The one confined within the flask.”

At that, I noticed the smoke-like substance within the round flask swaying in time with the voice.

Yes. However one looked at it, the source was obvious.

“Huh? Did I somehow capture a ghost?” I blurted out, unable to hide my disappointment.

After all, this was a room once used by members of the imperial family. If it were a ghost, it could be no one but a relative.

More importantly, if it had been mana, I could have used it in experiments without hesitation. But using something that possessed consciousness as experimental material? That gave me pause.
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In the room with walls gleaming emerald on all sides, I once again devoted myself to alchemy. Borrowing new books and probing the unknown before me was endlessly fascinating.

“So, in other words, after I kept stimulating you for various investigative purposes, you developed a sense of self?” I asked, addressing the intelligent entity drifting like smoke within the perfectly round flask.

“Define the particulars you call ‘stimulation.’ Explain precisely what you mean by the emergence of self.”

It could respond, but only to one person nearby at a time. And its replies were rigid, almost excessively exacting. Apparently, it had learned by listening to the words we used here; its vocabulary was still limited.

Whatever this “I” inside the flask might be. When I asked whether it was a ghost, it would only answer that it was “I.” It seemed that it had only just achieved self-recognition.

It claimed to be confined within the flask, yet when an attempt to release it was made, it insisted it would dissipate only if I did. The being was a highly unstable existence. Still, as we conversed, its vocabulary gradually improved.

“As for me, I’d like an explanation for the speed of your development. Oh, wait,” I said, cutting myself off as I sensed movement beyond the door. “Someone’s here. It might be the Wearrel returning with the books.”

I gestured to Ikuto to handle it while I kept the flask waiting for my answer. As expected, it was the Wearrel, carrying another stack of alchemy texts.

“By the way, Wearrel,” I said, turning toward him, “you’ve been borrowing quite a few books ever since this flask incident began. Has anyone said anything? If it could cause trouble, I’ll limit myself to observation and dialogue for now.”

Faced with my concern, the Wearrel hesitated, clearly choosing his words. Beside him, Herkoff waved his broad, red-furred hand dismissively.

“It seems word’s gotten around that I’ve taken up alchemy as a hobby,” Herkoff said with a snort. “Anything related to alchemy doesn’t even draw attention when borrowed.”

“The prevailing view is that alchemy is the vulgar pursuit of those obsessed with gold,” the Wearrel added, lowering his ears slightly as though reluctant to say it. “In recent years it hasn’t been regarded as academically important either. It’s only because this is the Imperial Library, where older documents remain, that there are so many texts on the subject.”

So that was how alchemy was seen. Because it was obscure and difficult to disseminate and because the image of “making gold” overshadowed everything else alchemy was capable of, royalty and nobility deemed it inelegant. A shame, really, since it was a system of knowledge humanity had painstakingly built.

“I find it fascinating,” I said honestly. “And while it’s not impossible to produce gold, the cost-benefit ratio is atrocious. Anyone truly intent on doing so would have to ignore the financial aspect entirely, so calling it a vulgar pursuit doesn’t quite fit.”

“Is that so?” Ikuto asked, genuinely surprised. “I had assumed alchemy allowed one to produce gold with ease.”

From the look on his face, it was clear this misunderstanding was commonplace. It was frustrating, but I had no means to prove otherwise.

From a scientific standpoint, matter was composed of atoms, and the identity of an atom was determined by the number of protons and neutrons it possessed. In theory, if one could break substances down into components finer than atoms and adjust them, it was possible to transmute them into gold.

However, even in scientifically advanced Japan, accomplishing such a feat required enormous machinery and vast amounts of energy, with costs rising proportionally. And the result? A single atom, far too small to see. There would be no point.

“Even adding magic into the equation, I doubt it could be achieved so simply,” I mused. “Unless the Philosopher’s Stone is some kind of energy source of an untold scale. But if that were the case, surely there would be better uses for it than making gold.”

“You truly are fond of alchemy, Prince Arsha,” the Wearrel said with a faint smile. “The one who passed these alchemical instruments down claimed that alchemy is the study of how the gods created the world. What do you think?”

“The creation of the world…” I repeated thoughtfully. “Yes. I suppose it could be used to explore such questions.”

“Turning lead into gold and investigating the birth of the world sound like rather different matters to me,” Herkoff muttered skeptically, casting a sidelong glance at the intelligent presence swaying within the flask.

“Some people try to prove the existence of mana using magic, while others focus on developing high-powered spells, right?” I said. “It’s the same thing. Some want to make gold. Others, like the Wearrel’s acquaintance, want to understand how the world came to be. As for me… hmm. I suppose I’d like to find a way to make it useful.”

“Requesting particulars.”

Though it had been quiet until now, the “I” within the flask spoke up again.

“There are no particulars yet. I’m still searching,” I replied, flicking the side of the flask lightly with my fingertip.

But where did it even obtain the energy to think? What about memory capacity? Its speech was logical and structured, but it had no body. Was communication even possible without a physical vessel?

“Wait. There’s a practical application right here before us, correct?”

“Requesting particulars.”

When I lifted the flask in both hands, it repeated the same phrase. Just then, a voice called out from the direction of the Gold Room.

“Lord Arsha, intellectual curiosity is all well and good, but you must begin preparing soon,” Harty called from near the bedchamber.

“Y-yes,” I answered reluctantly.

Though I felt a distinct tug of reluctance, the Wearrel and the others only smiled as they watched me go. Only one voice tried to hold me back.

“Requesting an answer.”

“You’ll have it when I return,” I told the flask. “I’m going to meet my father—the emperor.”

Today was the day I was to see him, and it also happened to be my birth month. As Harty helped me change, she dressed me more finely than usual, her movements efficient and practiced.

In this world, rather than celebrating on the exact day of one’s birth, the custom was to celebrate within the month one was born. Without transportation routes or automobiles, it seemed such flexibility was necessary for any proper festivity.

“Prince Arsha, you seem quite taken with that speaking entity,” Harty said as she adjusted my attire, her expression faintly troubled. “Have you learned anything?”

“I investigate because I don’t know,” I replied. “That’s the foundation of alchemy.”

“Is creating such a being also part of alchemy?” she asked softly. “It is nothing like the magic I know.”

Harty still looked uneasy.

“Alchemy, true to its name, is said to create gold,” I explained. “But in essence, it’s about seeking methods of transmutation based on the truth that all things share the same fundamental nature. It’s not limited to metals. The pursuit of an elixir—a panacea—is also alchemy. And so is the mystical quest for truth, striving to transcend humanity and reach a higher plane of existence.”

“We have read the same books Your Highness is reading,” Herkoff muttered, sounding faintly at a loss.

Herkoff usually declared it incomprehensible, while Ikuto would stall over the allegories woven through the text. Only the Wearrel managed to compare what I was doing to the books and grasp it to some degree.

Foundational scientific knowledge was important, but so was the ability to read between the lines and perceive context and implication.

However, even I did not understand the speaking “I” within the flask.

“Requesting accompaniment.”

“Accompaniment?” I repeated, frowning at the empty air. “If you’re asking me to carry the flask with me, that’s not happening.” I paused mid-thought, then stiffened. “Wait.”

I was currently in the bedchamber adjoining the Gold Room. A door connected it to the Emerald Chamber, where the flask, and the “I” within it, should have remained. And yet I had clearly heard its voice.

Despite being only halfway changed, I returned to the Emerald Chamber.

The flask I stared into was empty. No wavering smoke drifted within.

“Where did you—? No… Are you here?”

“Here.”

The reply came as plainly as before. I looked around but saw nothing. And yet the presence from the flask was unmistakably beside me.

“What? You said you’d dissipate if you left the flask. And now you’re permeating the air? No physical form at all? How did you manage to do it? Even gas doesn’t simply pass through solid objects.”

“Prince Arsha,” Harty called sharply.

“Yes,” I answered, forcing myself to look away from the empty space and back toward Harty.

Her tone pulled my thoughts back from the brink of spiraling curiosity. Whatever the phenomenon, I was due to meet Father. I still needed to finish dressing.

“In any case, it seems I can’t confine you anymore,” I said quietly. “You may accompany me, but stay within arm’s reach. Questions must wait until we return to the Emerald Chamber. And do not speak to anyone but me. If you can abide by those conditions, you may come.”

“Conditions accepted. Initiating observational behavior.”

Apparently, the being I had produced within the flask had not only developed at an astonishing rate but also decided to observe me in return.

“Arsha, first of all, thank you for being born. And I am glad we are able to celebrate you again this year,” Father said warmly, lifting me into his arms as he always did.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” I replied, steadying myself against his shoulders as he hoisted me up. “I offer my gratitude to you and to my late mother.”

He still scooped me up every time we met. I was about the age of a first-year elementary student now. Being swung around was fun, yes, but I might have reached the stage where being treated entirely like a small child was something I could do without.

“Your Majesty, pray remember your decorum,” his bob-haired aide interjected smoothly.

He always interrupted at moments like this, but today his timing was not unwelcomed.

“Honestly, this is the way I can most clearly feel how much Arsha has grown,” Father grumbled, though he did set me back on my feet.

So that was his reason. In that case, as I grew up, Father would inevitably grow older as well. For the sake of his back, it might be best if he did not persist too long in the habit.

“Now then, Arsha,” he continued, gesturing toward several large boxes. “In celebration of your birth this year, I had a few garments made for you. I hope they please you.”

“I look forward to them every year,” I answered, bowing properly. “Thank you very much.”

Each birth month, Father gifted me clothing. Naturally, the outfits came as complete sets—shirts to match, cravats, accessories, shoes. The range extended from formal attire to riding clothes and even nightwear.

It had been Harty who discreetly consulted Father and arranged things this way. Outside of these birth-month gifts, I had no opportunity to acquire new clothing.

My guardian, Count Nistaf, made no effort on my behalf, and without his support I did not even have access to a tailor.

So Father, who retained an imperial-appointed tailor, had them made under the pretext of a birth-month celebration. Naturally, the true reason was hidden from him. Count Nistaf was one of Father’s political allies; there was nothing more troublesome than discord within one’s own faction.

“Oh? Are there two formal outfits this year?” I asked, opening the boxes and comparing the garments laid carefully inside.

There was usually only one formal set each year, and I wore it solely for occasions like this. Because of that, I had been quietly growing more enthusiastic for more practical attire suitable for daily use.

“That was something else I needed to discuss,” Father said. “Come here, Arsha. We used to match, and yet your coloring has grown quite pale.”

At his beckoning, I took the seat beside him. He gently stroked my head.

In truth, my hair had been steadily growing lighter. It had been black when I was around three, but now it had turned such a pale gray it was nearly white. I found it a little disheartening myself.

“In that case, might I be granted some hair powder?” I asked earnestly. “I would like black hair as handsome as yours, Your Majesty.”

“Is that so? Very well, I shall have it prepared.” He narrowed his eyes slightly. “I am an absent yet handsome father, huh?”

He murmured it with a hint of regret, but I was genuinely pleased. I had wanted hair powder for some time and had been waiting for the right moment to ask. It seemed, however, that Father was more troubled by the fact that he could not dote on me.

“Now then, rejoice,” he continued. “In one month’s time, members of the royal house of Lukiusaria will pay a courtesy visit. We will host a tea gathering in their honor. I have arranged for you to attend as well, Arsha.”

“Oh? Would that make it an official occasion?” I asked carefully.

“Are you nervous?” Father chuckled. “You needn’t be. Noble children of your age will also be invited. The Lukiusarian delegation is bringing a prince and princess of the same age as you. You may even make friends.”

It was still an official occasion, was it not? And I was to make friends there?

I glanced toward Father’s ever-present aide. For an instant, I caught a trace of reluctance in his expression. Lately, he had ceased glaring at me outright and instead tended to avert his gaze, especially since that day I had appeared before Father in nothing but a shirt.

It was not as though I would fabricate accusations simply because our eyes met.

That aside, the fact that he did not interject this time likely meant the matter had already been decided. The presence of two formal outfits confirmed as much. Everyone but me had evidently been informed. There was little point in protesting now.

Perhaps Father had intended to mention it at our next meeting and simply forgot. Or perhaps he had thought it would surprise me pleasantly. However, I would have preferred to know sooner.

Still, what was decided was decided. I would simply have to find something within it to look forward to.

“Will Terry be attending as well?” I asked.

“No. It is still too soon for him,” Father replied with a faint shake of his head. “At four, he has yet to master proper etiquette. Though come to think of it, you already understood such things at that age, Arsha.”

“Harty is an excellent teacher,” I said at once. “I’m certain Terry will acquire it in time. What is he studying now?”

“Reading and writing. I seem to recall being told he has a good memory.”

“That’s impressive. And the twins? How is Her Highness faring?”

I drew Father into speaking about my younger brothers, imagining them as he described them. I had not yet managed to meet the twins. I was aware that I had caused trouble the previous year, which made me look like a sorry excuse of an elder brother.

I could not claim I wished to see them when I could not even serve as a proper example. Still, simply hearing about them from Father lifted my spirits. They were healthy and growing well.

“Already? The twins are showing differences in personality?”

“Warnel is rather more spirited than Fel,” Father answered with evident fondness.

He doted on them shamelessly. I could not help feeling a twinge of envy.

Thus, our audience concluded, filled generously with stories of my brothers.

Since there were many packages today, Father’s attendants assisted in carrying the garments to the unused antechamber adjoining the Gold Room. It was called a waiting room, though with no furniture inside it felt rather spacious.

After the attendants departed, we set about organizing the clothes ourselves.

“Is it truly all right?” Harty asked, her expression troubled as she folded one of the garments. “You have already mastered the languages of various nations under Herkoff and Ikuto’s instruction, yet you said nothing to His Majesty about your accomplishments…”

It was enough for me to have conversed pleasantly with my father. That alone satisfied me.

I used to speak of my progress. Now, I chose not to. I had even stopped Harty from mentioning it.

“I refrain because I wish to avoid unnecessary complications and remain inconspicuous,” I said evenly. “More than that, I do not wish to burden Father. His Majesty ought to be Emperor before he is a father. There is no benefit in having reports of my activities reach his ears.”

“However, Prince Arsha, you have demonstrated great potential in a field that was thought to be in decline,” the Wearrel interjected gently as he joined us in tidying the garments. “That is an achievement deserving of recognition.”

“Honestly, I never thought you’d keep picking up alchemy just by reading books,” Herkoff said with a crooked grin as he carried another box. “I still have no idea what you’re doing half the time.”

“To me as well, it reads like nothing more than obscure poetry,” Ikuto added calmly. “If one can decipher it and truly reproduce the alchemical processes described, I believe it would be fair to call that talent.”

Even as they helped move the gifts, both of them sounded faintly dissatisfied that I was not being recognized.

Alchemy, especially when combined with magic, was indeed fascinating. I experimented simply because I enjoyed it. I had not even created the Philosopher’s Stone or an elixir yet; being called talented before achieving anything of the sort sounded more like favoritism than praise.

“Hm. What puzzles me is how something could fall in decline merely because it’s difficult to understand,” I said thoughtfully. “It’s quite interesting.”

It was not as though I could clap my hands and produce a dramatic flash of light the way famous depictions from my previous life had portrayed. Still, it seemed far too useful a discipline to fade away entirely.

The troubled expressions on my attendants’ faces suggested that perhaps I was the unusual one.

“I pursue it because I enjoy it,” I continued. “I don’t seek recognition. Right now, what interests me most is the ‘I’ inside that flask—”

“Lord Arsha,” Harty interjected firmly, cutting me off. “According to His Majesty, the tea gathering to welcome the Lukiusarian royal family will be held exactly in one month. Beginning now, your lessons will focus primarily on etiquette.”

“What?”

“In addition, you must study the history of the Lukiusarian royal house, as well as the history and current affairs of the Kingdom of Lukiusaria.”

I turned my head toward the others in silent appeal. Herkoff, Ikuto, and the Wearrel all busied themselves with the garment boxes, pretending not to hear as they slipped into the bedchamber.

“Let us begin at once with the rules governing greetings between nobles,” Harty said decisively.

Because she spoke out of genuine concern for me, I could not bring myself to refuse.

※※※



The reception for the Lukiusarian royal delegation was held in a section of the garden bordered by blooming rose hedges.

Using the hair powder Father had given me, I colored my hair black before attending. I also wore it loose rather than tied back. The issue with my hair aside, even my eye color had begun to change as I grew.

The original blue of my eyes had begun to take on a trace of Father’s gold, as though light had been poured into it. I did not dislike the color, but it was unusual, and unusual meant conspicuous. So, I chose to conceal it.

I wore a pale blue coat over a navy vest. The ribbon at my throat was a deep, vivid blue, and my trousers were black. As though to declare the set a unified whole, every piece was trimmed and embroidered in gold. It was an intricately crafted formal ensemble.

“I would have preferred something more subdued,” I murmured. “Though the other option was gold and vermilion.”

“No matter what you wear, you will attract attention,” Ikuto replied quietly, offering counsel as he accompanied me partway in his capacity as guard. “It would be best to conduct yourself in a manner that leaves no room for anyone to try and harm you.”

He would go no farther. Only I was permitted to enter the venue itself.

“I’ll just sit quietly and converse with the someone from inside the flask,” I said lightly.

“That thing… Is it truly safe?” Ikuto asked as we crossed the garden on foot.

“It remainsunknown even to me, but don’t worry. I won’t mention alchemy,” I assured him.

“Those with ill intent will be the ones most eager to approach and speak at length,” he warned, the weight in his voice suggesting experience.

With that caution lingering in my thoughts, I was guided alone into the gathering.

Beyond the rose hedges stood a sundial, and farther still a pavilion (neither vast nor small) best suited for indoor receptions. Refreshments would be served within, and while conversing, guests could admire the Empire’s grand gardens.

At various points I caught sight of uniforms identical to Ikuto’s. The palace guard under Marquis Strateg’s command had evidently been assigned to secure the event.

Even so, whispers rustled incessantly around me. The attendant who had guided me had already withdrawn, leaving me alone. Why was it that in my own country, I felt like an outsider?

“Hmph! A child alone, and so conspicuously out of place? I wonder whose offspring has wandered in,” one voice remarked.

“Well, you can tell by the hair color. To think he would actually show himself.”

Because their parents spoke so, the children who had accompanied them soon echoed the same sentiments.

“Who’s that? Oh, the insignificant prince. The one who keeps having guards and retainers dismissed.”

“He made the real prince cry, didn’t he? No wonder they kept him hidden until now.”

So even among children, my reputation had spread thoroughly.

Those who had been dismissed had earned that end, thanks to their own shortcomings, yet the story that I had made Terry cry had traveled far enough to reach this place. I found myself wanting to object.

“On this day, we are honored by such a welcome—”

And just like that, the reception began while I remained standing alone.

So, they had not informed Father that I had arrived. For grown adults to engage in harassment that could well be taken as dereliction of duty—it was almost impressively cruel.

Still, I was also an adult. While the King of Lukiusaria himself delivered his greeting, I would not cause a disturbance. He stood with his queen, a prince, and a princess, though from where I stood, I could not see them clearly.

When I shifted slightly, I caught sight of Father’s wife, the imperial consort and mother to Terry and the twins. This was only the third time I had seen her in person.

From our first meeting, she had seemed uncertain regarding how to handle me. Considering she had become the second wife of a man with a child at twenty, that was hardly surprising. The part of me that had once been a thirty-year-old man understood that well enough.

Once the greetings had concluded, Father had the crowd part and soon found me. There was something like relief in his expression. Had he anticipated interference from someone?

I was glad he had worried for me. As Emperor, however, perhaps it was not ideal that he had set aside his guests to come to me at once. His ever-present aide looked distinctly displeased, of course.

“So, this is where you were, Arsha,” Father said, striding toward me. “Come, greet them as my son— What is it?”

He had been intent on introducing me, but he noticed the Lukiusarian king and queen looking unsettled, so he paused to inquire.

Apparently, the children had swarmed the sweets prepared inside the pavilion, and in the commotion the Lukiusarian princess had gone missing. Though the area was secured and she would undoubtedly be found soon, any parent would be anxious.

This was no time to burden Father while he was at work. I would be the adult.

“Your Majesty,” I murmured discreetly, “please attend first to easing our guests’ concern. I can wait.”

“No, Arsha… That is— My apologies. Please enjoy yourself as well,” Father said quietly before returning to the Lukiusarian royal couple.

Left standing near the edge of the gathering, I found myself at a loss.

“I am quite lacking in the proper manners for enjoying so lively a gathering,” I said mildly.

The bob-haired aide must have heard; he frowned, then hurried after Father without a word. Yes. Better not to say anything unnecessary. I was little more than decorative foliage here—harmless, ornamental, and best left alone.

So, I remained still.

Which, of course, was when someone approached.

A man with blue hair, roughly Father’s age and carrying himself with unmistakable authority, advanced toward me. At his side walked a boy who was about my age, his hair a deep navy.

“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I am Duke Eurasion. Surely you have heard of me?”

It was the elder who spoke, offering his name with careless brevity.

By the conventions of royalty and nobility, the one of higher standing initiated conversation, and only when permitted did the other give his name. If I were to introduce myself now, I would be acknowledging Duke Eurasion as my superior.

Duke Eurasion occupied a troublesome position—one I was well aware of. He was Father’s cousin, the son of the previous Emperor’s younger brother. He was directly behind me in line for the throne.

When the princes residing in the palace had perished, it had been Duke Eurasion who rose as the foremost candidate for crown prince. The previous emperor had apparently pressed for his own son to inherit, and as a result, the throne had slipped from Eurasion’s grasp.

Moreover, in terms of bloodline, Father was considered inferior to him, making the duke one of the chief figures capable of undermining Father’s standing.

Pointing that out and clarifying enmity would only invite further harassment. Better to deflect the implied assertion of rank and reinforce my harmlessness at the same time.

“Ah… my apologies for not greeting you properly…” I began, letting unnatural pauses stretch between my words. “If… that is how… you prefer to frame it… then I suppose… there is no need… for me… to introduce myself?”

The exaggerated halting cadence served no purpose in content. It was all in the delivery, suggesting something substantial was forthcoming, only to let it dissolve into nothing at the end, grinding away the other party’s momentum.

Just as I was congratulating myself, a violent choking sound erupted nearby.

“Hack—!”

I glanced over.

Among the palace guards stood a familiar blond offender—Revan. It seemed he had not been dismissed after all and continued to serve in palace security.

“Y-Your Majesty, please compose yourself…” the aide stammered.

“You’re the one whose voice is shaking,” Father shot back under his breath, a laugh escaping him despite himself.

So, he had been watching me all along. Unfortunately, his and his aide’s oddly suspicious behavior had drawn curious looks from those nearby.

Duke Eurasion and his son, meanwhile, stood blinking. This truly was our first meeting. Even if they had heard unfavorable rumors about me, they could not have anticipated such an eccentric manner of speech.

Judging by their expressions, they had not fully processed what I had said.

This was an opportunity.

“And… the… gentleman beside you… would be… your son… perhaps?” I asked, spacing each word with deliberate irregularity.

“Ah, yes. Sot—” the duke began.

“S-Sotirios Basileos Biono Eurasion,” the boy finished hastily.

The duke and his son had entirely forgotten their initial attempt at asserting superiority and were now answering almost reflexively. I smiled placidly, as though nothing at all were amiss, and gave a courteous nod.

Yes. This might prove unexpectedly useful, provided the other party did not know my usual manner of speaking.

Soon, Duke Eurasion lost interest and moved on.

After that, certain adult nobles approached out of idle amusement, while groups of children gathered to mock in whispers and not-so-subtle remarks.

Had my heart truly been that of a child, I might have cried.

Still, even at a distance, Father kept a careful eye on me. There might be consequences later from the emperor’s side, but that would be their own doing.

However, it would not do for this to taint him as Emperor.

With that rationalization in place, I quietly slipped away from the tea gathering.

This was my home ground. I knew the palace gardens well, so I was confident I had evaded even the palace guards.

“By the way, Ikuto,” I said softly.

“Yes, did you call for me?” he replied at once.

“Why are you following me secretly as though it were as easy as breathing?” I asked under my breath, casting him a sideways glance. Then I lowered my voice further. “No… Rather, do you know who that girl is?”

A former hunter who specialized in magical beasts before rising to nobility, Ikuto’s skilled reputation was no exaggeration.

As for the girl in question…

We stood in a section of the garden bordered by dense hedges that obstructed the view. Beyond them, a stand of white birch trees shimmered faintly in the light.

It was around the spot where I once found my younger brother Terry, lost and in tears.

Why was a girl in a dress crying all alone there?

“If your wet nurse were here, she might be able to identify her,” Ikuto replied quietly. “As for me, I am a noble in name only.”

“If you put it that way, so am I,” I said lightly. “That girl with the orange hair—she’s one of today’s guests at the tea gathering, isn’t she?”

The weeping girl had beautiful hair that could have been described as red or perhaps golden. It was an orange shade that caught the light. Dressed in a fine gown, yet crying alone far from the venue and without her parents nearby, she was clearly lost.

“May I speak to her?” I asked.

“It might be wiser to summon someone,” Ikuto murmured. “Though she has already noticed us.”

Perhaps he remembered how finding Terry before had led to complication, but the girl had indeed spotted us and hurriedly began wiping her tears.

“Oh, you mustn’t,” I said gently as I approached. “You’re dressed so elegantly.I If your eyes swell, that would be a shame.”

I took out the handkerchief Harty had given me, conjured a little water with magic, and offered it to her.

“Use this to soothe your eyes. Don’t worry. I know the way back to the venue. Once you’ve calmed down, I’ll escort you.”

The girl lowered her gaze in embarrassment, but when she accepted the handkerchief, she pressed it carefully to her eyes.

“You have seen me at the most unbecoming time,” she said softly. “Thank you.”

Her voice was hesitant, as though silence between us felt awkward.

“You may call me Arsha,” I told her with a small smile. “And you are?”

“Those close to me call me… Diora,” she replied.

“May I call you Diora as well?”

“Yes, and I shall call you Prince Arsha,” she answered politely.

“You don’t need to call me ‘Prince,’” I said, though I did not press the matter. It would be cruel for her to be scolded later for insufficient formality once she learned my status.

“Since you came all the way here, were you looking at the gardens?”

“Y-yes… I was,” Diora admitted quietly. “One does not often have the opportunity to see gardens such as these…”

She seemed deeply mortified at having been seen crying while lost. She looked about my age. Perhaps she was simply at that stage in her childhood.

“The roses at the venue are splendid,” I said. “But I find these rarer grasses and flowers far more interesting to look at.”

“Yes,” Diora replied, her voice brightening slightly. “They are all so rare. I spotted a flower I had seen only in illustrated encyclopedias, and I could not help myself.”

So, she was curious by nature. The moment the topic turned to flowers, her tone grew livelier.

“Which one was it?” I asked, tilting my head slightly. “Candyberry isn’t in bloom anymore… Ah, did you see Peacock’s Tail? It has markings like eyes. Stardust Grass should also be at its peak right now.”

Candyberry was an annual plant that bore berry-like fruit and dripped nectar. Peacock’s Tail, true to its name, was distinguished by its fan-shaped leaves. Stardust Grass had earned its name from blossoms that looked as though a shooting star had fallen into them, with extraordinarily long stamens and pistils extending outward.

All of them were rare species cultivated in this garden.

“I have not seen any of those,” Diora admitted. “I found Jewel Beans.”

“Oh, the pods are still small at this time of year. You must wait until autumn to see the beans within.”

Jewel Beans resembled nothing more than peas or broad beans at first glance. But when the pods split open, the seeds inside appeared translucent, like gemstones.

“My, Prince Arsha, you are very knowledgeable,” she said with admiration.

“I simply memorized what was written in the garden records,” I replied. “There are books cataloguing what is planted here.”

I had learned them in hopes of showing Terry around one day. Unfortunately, the opportunity had yet to arise.

As we spoke, the redness around Diora’s eyes gradually faded.

“If we remain away too long, they will worry,” I said. “We can pass by Peacock’s Tail, Stardust Grass, and perhaps the flower called Ryougen on the way back.”

“Y-yes! Ryougen’s individual blossoms are small, yet their colors shift like living flames. In the wild, they bloom in clusters, and it is said that in the past they were mistaken for prairie fires, sparking actual battles.”

“You seem more knowledgeable than I am,” I said with a small laugh. “If there is anything else you know, I would be glad to hear it.”

“Is that… truly all right?” Diora asked hesitantly. “My elder brother says it is unseemly for a lady to flaunt her knowledge.”

“To flaunt it would be unbecoming of a gentleman as well,” I replied evenly. “But I am the one asking to hear what you know. So there is no harm in it.”

When I assured her of that, Diora’s expression softened with visible delight. She was clearly diligent in her studies, and once she began speaking, her enthusiasm carried her along.

“Over there, is that Jellygrass?” Diora asked, pointing eagerly. “I have never seen a jellyfish, but I was told it is a transparent creature that floats in the sea. Yet if it is transparent, how does one know it is there? And why does it float rather than swim?”

The sight of a girl about my age speaking so earnestly was oddly endearing. I had the distinct sense that I was watching over her in much the same way Ikuto trailed behind us in silence.

As we made our way back, I noticed familiar figures approaching from the direction of the venue.

“Marquis Strateg,” Diora said with visible relief.

“You know him?” I asked quietly. “Oh, then you’re all right now. I have somewhere to be, so I’ll take my leave.”

“Prince Arsha? Surely you did not postpone your own affairs on my account?” she asked, startled.

“Don’t trouble yourself,” I replied lightly. “It was hardly the sort of matter one ignores when a girl is in tears.”

As I spoke, Duke Eurasion joined Marquis Strateg at his side.

“Princess Diora… and… Your Highness…” Marquis Strateg began, his tone strained.

I understood perfectly well what he wished to say; there was no need for that displeased edge. It had only been a year since we last met. Such a reaction made the incident with Revan seem all too deliberate.

“Why are you… Why are you with that prince, Princess Neldiora?” Duke Eurasion demanded, his suspicion undisguised.

I might have asked why two powerful players were moving together, but involvement would only complicate matters. Instead, I gave Diora’s back a gentle nudge forward.

So, she was a princess after all, the princess of Lukiusaria. That explained it.

“He found me when I had lost my way,” Diora explained quickly. “Your Highness? Prince Arsha?”

Given my earlier unconventional exchange with Duke Eurasion, speaking normally now felt inadvisable. And both Diora and Marquis Strateg knew my usual manner well enough that any shift might draw attention and possibly implicate Ikuto, making it seem as though he had influenced or advised me to act in such a way.

So, I merely smiled.

“C-could it be…! The Empire’s first prince?!” Diora exclaimed, realization dawning. “Wh-what am I to do?”

I lifted a hand in a small wave and turned away. I ought to have returned to the venue, but doing so together would have been awkward.

“Prince Arsha! I—I hope to one day properly thank you for today!” Diora called after me with earnest urgency.

We would likely never meet again. Still, knowing she wished to was enough to make me happy.
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“I see… so this is another way to say thank you,” I murmured, turning the sealed envelope over in my hands as the realization settled in.

I sat in the Blue Chamber, moved by the very first letter ever to reach me.

The thick envelope in my hands bore the royal crest of Lukiusaria pressed into its sealing wax. It seemed Diora, prevented from meeting me directly, had found another way.

“I am told she wrote no fewer than three letters,” Harty said gently, a paper knife poised in her hand. “You ought to reply as swiftly as possible.”

The Lukiusarian royal family were lodged in the main palace as honored guests. I, however, remained in the left wing. Entry and exit there were monitored; not only visits, but even letters had been stopped.

“I hear that when no word came from you, the princess appealed to her father,” Herkoff remarked.

“And the King of Lukiusaria then inquired directly of His Majesty,” Ikuto added. “The matter was treated as a postal mishap, and the letters were returned. That is how it was discovered they had never reached you, Prince Arsha.”

Though nominally employed by Father as tutors, the two of them relayed these inner workings without hesitation. It had been Herkoff who delivered the letter into my hands. It must have passed from Diora to the King of Lukiusaria, then to Father before finally reaching me.

“I had meant to apologize to His Majesty next time we met for leaving the tea gathering early,” I said thoughtfully. “But I see now there is also the option of conveying such things by letter.”

“Prince Arsha… did you not enjoy the gathering?” Harty asked quietly as she slit open the envelope and handed me the letter within.

It seemed the idea of a tea party had been pleasant in her eyes. For me, unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.

“I find it far more enjoyable to practice alchemy here and learn from all of you,” I replied simply.

“I, for one, believe matters are beginning to resolve themselves,” Harty said with a faintly teasing note.

While she spoke, I lowered my gaze to the page and traced the careful strokes of Diora’s handwriting, each line clearly written with earnest effort.

The handwriting was neat for someone about the age of a first-year primary student, the characters slightly rounded. The contents began with an apology, followed by thanks for helping her. Most of the pages, however, were devoted to describing the garden plants she had apparently not had enough time to discuss.

“Hehe… Diora truly is knowledgeable,” I said softly, unable to suppress a smile.

There were even details I had not known—things not written in the books. The four pages passed quickly beneath my eyes.

Just then, a knock sounded, and Ikuto returned. I had asked him to investigate who had interfered with my correspondence with Diora.

“Your Highness Arsha,” Ikuto reported, closing the door behind him, “it appears that both Duke Eurasion and Marquis Strateg have blood or marital ties to the Kingdom of Lukiusaria.”

I had previously heard that Marquis Strateg maintained connections beyond the Empire. It seemed Lukiusaria was the country he had ties with.

“In fact, there was discussion about sending Your Highness from the palace at an early stage to live independently,” Ikuto continued.

“It is not uncommon to dispatch a prince to another nation of diplomatic importance,” the Wearrel observed cautiously, his green tail swaying with unease. “But this seems rather abrupt.”

“That proposal has been withdrawn,” Ikuto said. “It appears that Your Highness’s… conduct in concealing your talents played a role. His Majesty reportedly argued that he would worry sending a child he holds dear to another country.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Herkoff demanded, folding his arms. “Your Highness, just what did you do?”

I could hardly say what I did aloud. I merely offered an ambiguous smile, which only drew suspicious looks from the others.

“For some reason, ever since the tea gathering, rumors have been circulating that you are dull-witted and ignorant,” Harty said indignantly. “I know no one whose intellect shines brighter than yours!”

It seemed she had heard her own accounts of my behavior at the gathering. Admitting that I had deliberately feigned foolishness would not improve matters.

Father’s actions were likely born of paternal concern. Still, I wished he had spoken to me before making such decisions. If consolidating my position here would only trouble my younger brothers, and if leaving were truly an option, I would at least have liked to consider it.

“In any case, I must write a reply to Diora,” I said at last. “If you learn anything further about that matter of independence, tell me later.”

With that, I retreated to the study in the Gold Room where my writing instruments were kept.

After that, Diora and I began exchanging letters while residing within the same palace. We wrote about the garden plants, about unusual things we each knew, and about anything that happened to capture our interest.

“Receiving letters is… rather enjoyable,” I murmured one day.

No sooner had I said it than Diora’s replies ceased.

It had been about a month since we’d first met.

“Oh, of course. They must be returning to Lukiusaria soon,” I reasoned aloud. “If so, diplomatic affairs would be entering their final stages, and preparations for departure must be keeping the royal family busy.”

Though I felt a sharper pang of loneliness than I had expected, the adult part of me coolly supplied plausible explanations.

The truth, however, arrived from elsewhere.

“Your Highness Arsha, it appears Marquis Strateg has made a move,” Ikuto reported gravely.

“Strateg? Does that mean he intends something ill toward me?” I asked, frowning.

After the affair with Revan, I had thought he would avoid doing anything reckless.

“It seems he has been interfering with your correspondence with Princess Diora.”

“How?” I demanded.

Our letters passed through the King of Lukiusaria and my father, the emperor. Was Strateg truly powerful enough to obstruct even that channel?

“Forgive the interruption, Lord Arsha,” the Wearrel said as he entered. “Through our contacts on the Lukiusarian side, we have learned why the letters have ceased.”

“Now you too?” I asked, looking between them. “Ikuto just told me Marquis Strateg was interfering.”

The Wearrel hung his head low.

“Yes. It appears that King Lukiusaria and Marquis Strateg are on close terms. Something was conveyed through that connection, and the king has persuaded the princess to reduce the frequency of her letters.”

“I see.”

Strateg could not block the letters outright, so he had influenced the king instead.

“And Duke Eurasion, too, has grown wary of Prince Arsha forming ties with royalty of a major kingdom,” Ikuto continued. “It seems he has been using his son, who is the same age as Princess Diora, to draw her away and leave her no time to write.”

“Both of them?” I blinked. “Two high-ranking nobles working together? What exactly was the problem?”

“Come on, Your Highness,” Herkoff interjected from his place by the door. “Isn’t it the content of the letters? Even I could tell the princess you’re corresponding with is sharp.”

I tilted my head in confusion. Harty, standing nearby, pressed a hand to her cheek and let out a quiet breath.

“I did notice she was quite an intelligent princess capable of engaging you as an equal,” she said carefully. “Just as we recognized that, it seems they noticed that you, Prince Arsha, can converse on equal terms with one of their nation’s brightest.”

Ikuto and the Wearrel, who had investigated the matter, both nodded.

Apparently, the issue was that our correspondence had been… too mature for two seven-year-olds. Not that we had conversed about anything political—our letters were nothing more than discussions of mutual interests and curiosities.

“In other words,” I said slowly, “the King of Lukiusaria took an interest and showed signs of drawing closer, which prompted Marquis Strateg and Duke Eurasion to interfere. And that is why Diora’s replies stopped.”

That was… disappointing. No, it was more than that.

“All right. I’ll write her a letter,” I said at last, lifting my gaze from the desk.

“Prince Arsha?” Harty echoed.

Though uncertain, she obediently prepared ink, pen, and paper in response to my words.

“While my letters were being withheld, Diora apparently continued writing, waiting for a reply,” I said. “If so, then the least I can do is send mine.”

If the King of Lukiusaria chose to stop them, that would be his prerogative as a father. And more than that, it would be the internal affairs of another nation.

This, however, was my own affair.

Even if no answer came, I refused to let the matter end merely because someone had obstructed our correspondence. With a trace of stubborn resolve, I took up my pen and started writing.

※※※



Only a few days remained before Diora’s return to her homeland, yet no reply had arrived. However, something else had changed.

From beyond the doors of the left wing, where I alone resided, raised voices echoed, as though an argument was taking place outside.

“Stand down, Revan.”

“This is really a bad idea. Please, at least calm yourself, my lord,” Revan urged.

My attendants and I pressed our ears to the door, straining to catch what was happening outside. By all appearances, there were two people beyond it—Marquis Strateg, who oversaw the palace guard, and his apparent right-hand man and the ever-insolent Revan.

After a flurry of whispered gestures and silent debate in the Blue Chamber, we decided that Ikuto, who had an official capacity, should respond first.

“What business brings you to His Highness Arsha without prior notice?” Ikuto’s voice came through the door, composed but firm. “I see. No. Such discourtesy cannot be permitted, even for a marquis. You understand that, I trust?”

“See? My lord, this really won’t do,” Revan muttered anxiously.

“Enough! Do not hinder me,” Marquis Strateg barked. “I must hear it from him. I have to question him directly.”

The situation sounded serious.

Judging that we held the advantage in numbers, I decided to permit the marquis entry.

“The matter concerns Princess Diora,” Marquis Strateg declared the moment he stepped inside, radiating a presence I had not seen from him before.

From behind him, Revan hastily interjected.

“My lord, this is only about the correspondence.”

“Y-yes, well. Even so, the circumstances that led to this must first be clarified,” the marquis insisted. “Your Highness the First Prince, just how did you go about courting Princess Diora when you were alone together?”

“What?!” I blurted, my voice pitching upward.

Marquis Strateg, however, remained utterly serious. For a moment, I wondered if this were some intricate political maneuver, but Revan corrected him again.

“That’s not the issue,” Revan said in exasperation. “If you dig there, we’ll be the ones blamed for what happened at the venue. We already discussed this.”

Apparently, if the matter of Diora slipping away and becoming lost were turned into a question of responsibility, it would inconvenience Marquis Strateg’s side.

In that case, I had done nothing wrong. There was no harm in answering honestly.

“Ikuto, I merely helped her stop crying and took a brief walk through the garden before returning, correct?” I asked evenly.

“Yes,” Ikuto replied. “I believe you escorted Princess Diora with a keen understanding of her disposition.”

“Oh my, Prince Arsha,” Harty said with evident delight upon hearing Ikuto’s affirmation.

Revan, for his part, forgot to restrain the marquis and even let out a low whistle.

He truly seemed rude by nature. I couldn’t understand why Marquis Strateg had ever sent someone like Revan in the first place, but in truth, the marquis himself was being just as discourteous at this very moment. At least now I understood that superior and subordinate were cut from the same cloth in this instance.

“Escort, you say?” Strateg repeated, his brows knitting as his voice rose. “I can understand losing one’s restraint before the charming Princess Diora, but to attempt to court her the very moment you met—?!”

“That’s exactly why you mustn’t say things like that, my lord!” Revan cut in desperately, trying to rein him back.

As the marquis grew heated up, I observed the pair for a moment before glancing toward Herkoff and the Wearrel.

My capable attendants understood at once. Herkoff stepped forward first and secured Revan, while the Wearrel opened the door leading to the Gold Room and ushered him inside to keep him separated.

With his stopper removed, Marquis Strateg seemed, paradoxically, to regain a measure of composure.

“To begin with,” I said evenly, “I am not well acquainted with the relationship between the Kingdom of Lukiusaria and yourself, Marquis Strateg. I would like to hear why you are so deeply concerned about Princess Diora.”

Now that Revan was gone, the marquis spoke more steadily. He explained that he had blood ties to the Lukiusarian royal house and that his family had marital connections with the previous king’s lineage.

In other words, he was related to Diora.

“I understand the relationship,” I continued, “but that alone does not justify your interference in my correspondence with Diora. What possible inconvenience arose from children exchanging letters? If it truly causes trouble, I will not insist on continuing. But if it is obstructed without explanation, I confess I may grow stubborn about it.”

He opened his mouth reflexively, then closed it again, visibly restraining himself.

What followed was an excuse so transparent it scarcely qualified as one.

If I were to form ties with the Lukiusarian royal house, the balance of power among several nations beyond the Empire might shift dramatically. Should that shift begin in the imperial capital where Marquis Strateg resided, he would face pressure from all sides. Moreover, it might diminish the standing of any daughter married into another country, so he intended to interfere as much as possible.

Yet the heat in his voice differed markedly when he spoke of Diora. It felt less like a statesman concerned for geopolitical equilibrium and more like an uncle doting on a particularly gifted niece, far more so than on a daughter already married away.

Since the source of information had come to me of his own accord, I decided to press further.

“It seems there are circumstances unknown to me,” I said calmly. “Still, what a pity. I was greatly enjoying my correspondence with Diora, and I believe she was as well.”

“That may be… Well, I was asked what sort of person Your Highness is…” Strateg began stiffly.

“I thought so when we met in the garden,” I continued. “Diora is remarkably knowledgeable. She possesses a charm beyond mere loveliness. I am certain she will grow into a splendid princess.”

“Enough!” Strateg burst out, losing what composure he had regained. “Is that how you ensnared an innocent, pure-hearted princess?! Why has Princess Diora suddenly petitioned for an engagement?! What exactly did you say to her when you were alone together?!”

“What?!” I exclaimed.

“My lord! The pretext!” Revan hissed, having just returned from the adjoining room.

Though he tried to restrain him, he had already blurted out the very thing he meant to conceal. At last, the true issue had come to light.

Marquis Strateg had fully transformed into a father shouting that he would not give up his daughter, and Revan attempted desperately to calm him.

At that moment, the Wearrel and Herkoff returned and supplied the missing pieces.

“It appears that, with her correspondence repeatedly obstructed and her return home imminent, Princess Diora acted on impulse and declared to the King of Lukiusaria that she wished to marry Prince Arsha,” the Wearrel explained.

“And that proposal made its way to His Majesty,” Herkoff added. “Upon learning that the King of Lukiusaria was willing to consider it, His Majesty apparently showed enthusiasm and consulted those around him about making a formal approach. That is why certain parties are now in a panic.”

Father… at the very least, he should have asked me first.

Marriage to a seven-year-old girl was rather premature. More than that, the adult part of me recoiled faintly at the age gap.

“I would prefer to begin as friends,” I said under my breath.

“And what fault do you find in such an adorable and intelligent girl?!” Strateg snapped, seizing upon my remark.

“Oh, for—! Your Highness, forgive my presumption, but allow me to propose something in the marquis’ stead!” Revan cut in urgently.

He looked utterly harried. Marquis Strateg, still protesting loudly, did little to help matters.

“Marriage or engagement is impossible for now!” Revan declared, stepping forward as though to shield his lord. “Marquis Strateg is as you see, and Duke Eurasion will obstruct it for his own interests as well! However, from the Lukiusarian king’s side, the opinion is that at the very least the correspondence should continue. But you should persuade their princess not to go through with the marriage!”

“Indeed!” Strateg burst out. “If that capable child pleads through tears, then it cannot be helped! I shall personally see that the letters reach you without fail! However—” He jabbed a finger in my direction. “You must choose which you prefer: that they be secretly read without your knowledge or openly inspected before your eyes!”

Had he given up entirely? Saying that in front of me was hardly appropriate.

“I cannot answer immediately,” I said evenly. “In any case, I have heard nothing of any engagement. So, first, I would like a more detailed explanation. Tell me about the people involved.”

I had my thoughts on the matter, certainly. But letting a source of information walk away would be foolish.

Surprised though I was by how forward Diora had been, I had stumbled upon an opportunity to glimpse a corner of the political struggles rarely visible from the far edge of the palace where I resided.
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Nearly a year had passed since I met Diora in my birth month and began our correspondence. I was now eight.

In that year, the number of functioning alchemical instruments in the Emerald Chamber had visibly increased. There were now aspects I could no longer manage alone.

“How did the recovery draught we prepared yesterday turn out?” I asked.

“As my master requested, the reaction concluded without issue,” came the reply.

The one who called me master was the being once confined within the flask. Now it had taken on a spherical form and was an autonomous consciousness I had named Sephira.

It had grown considerably over the year, though its manner of speech remained somewhat stiff. Even so, its capacity for learning was remarkable. It could now act independently.

More than that, I could imprint magical theory upon Sephira in the form of structured formulae, almost like programming. Once given instructions, it could execute tasks swiftly and repeat them identically.

“It’s convenient, Sephira,” I said thoughtfully. “But do you ever experience fatigue? Or any limitation in how much you can remember?”

“There are no issues regarding the energy expended through cognition nor concerning the limits of memory capacity, as my master fears.” Sephira replied in its steady, toneless voice.

Though we had conversed for a year, I still did not know what this intelligent entity truly was. Its nature remained largely a mystery.

The closest comparison would be a spirit. They were said to be personifications of the divine workings of nature itself—beings whose existence had never been conclusively verified. Very rarely, elves or the like were said to see them and even commune with them. Spirits supposedly knew the truths of the world and could impart the deepest mysteries of magic.

Sephira, though possessed of extraordinary learning capacity, appeared to know nothing of such ultimate truths.

Even if it was not a spirit, the fact that it never tired and could retain limitless information made it useful. Most astonishing of all, now that its self-awareness had firmly formed, it could pass through physical barriers without impediment.

In practice, what I had done with that trait amounted to embedding formulae that allowed it to read text and perceive through overlapping sheets of paper, thus granting me access to the palace archives.

Strictly speaking, it was theft.

“Since I’ve avoided delving into anything beyond alchemy to keep from drawing attention, your help has made corresponding with Diora much easier,” I said as I adjusted a retort over a low flame. “So, continue to grow at this pace.”

There was no doubt that this mysterious intelligence was a very convenient product of alchemy.

While I enjoyed my work, conversing with Sephira, Herkoff, who was waiting in the Blue Chamber, announced that I had a visitor.

There were only so many people who ever came to this isolated wing of mine. In truth, since last year, that number had increased by one.

“Yes, this is the reply for Princess Diora, Revan,” I said, holding out the unsealed envelope.

“I shall examine it,” Revan replied briskly.

The palace guard entered as though he were a courier. From the unsealed envelope, he drew out my letter and began reading it in front of me.

“A full year of correspondence and it’s all about studying? Not very romantic, is it?” Revan remarked dryly.

“You’re the one assigned to ensure I don’t write anything romantic,” I replied.

He had learned to maintain appearances, but at heart Revan remained as blunt as ever.

“Why not just declare that the trouble’s too much and end the correspondence altogether?” he suggested.

“I enjoy writing to her,” I answered simply. “And I am quite grateful for the books she sends from Lukiusaria. Besides, none of this ‘trouble’ affects me directly.”

“It affects us,” Revan countered. “Last year’s engagement talk caused no small uproar. It went far beyond the marquis alone.”

Discourteous though he was, Revan remained a valuable source of information regarding the palace’s web of power.

It seemed that introducing imperial blood into the nation known as the Academy Kingdom, a country of considerable prestige, would drastically alter the balance of power. If Diora and I were to marry, I, beingsomeone both distant from and yet not entirely removed from the imperial throne, would gain influence. That possibility alone had sharply heightened vigilance.

There were many imperial nobles who disliked the idea of my rising prominence, and as a result, all manner of unpleasant rumors had spread with remarkable speed.

“And when you say she recommends books, they’re academy papers, right?” Revan complained. “Do you know I have to read those in advance before passing them along? It’s exhausting.”

So, he had been doing that as well. Being a watchdog was no easy task. I had no intention of asking for a replacement, though.

After all, I still owed him for having forced an apology from his superior. He came whenever summoned and answered nearly anything I asked, so long as it did not disadvantage Marquis Strateg. In practice, he had proven surprisingly useful.

“Revan, if you’re reading them all anyway, could we perhaps discuss the papers?” I asked.

“Impossible! I mean, that would be difficult,” Revan corrected himself hastily when Ikuto shot him a look.

“They’re truly beyond me,” Revan went on more formally. “Half of what passes between you and the princess escapes my understanding, and reporting it to the marquis is already troublesome enough. Could you at least shorten the exchanges?”

“Hmm. How long is appropriate for a letter? Is six pages excessive?” I asked.

“My letters home fit on a single page,” Herkoff said with a shrug. “I just write what I need to say.”

“When I include news of my circumstances and write of seasonal topics to my family, mine tend to reach six pages,” the Wearrel offered.

Harty provided a clear answer.

“Given the distance and that the exchange happens only once a month, six pages seems entirely reasonable.”

“Even so, you could write something worth reporting,” Revan muttered. “Other than impressions of academic papers, it’s all about the garden here or foreign lands some former hunter told you about. You could discuss that with the people here.”

“It’s precisely because I hear those stories here that it’s enjoyable to share them with someone else,” I replied. “The ordinary details Diora sends me are fresh to me as well.”

Unlike me—a prince in name more than substance—she lived fully as a princess. Her daily life was different from mine, almost fantastical in its flavor.

Revan met my gaze, then quickly looked away, scratching his cheek with an oddly awkward expression.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Eh? Was that… the real you just now?” Revan asked, narrowing his eyes at me.

“What do you mean?” I replied, genuinely puzzled.

No one answered. As I stood there, puzzled, a voice only I could hear spoke up.

“It is presumed they were startled by the sparseness of my master’s human relationships.”

“That’s hardly news. Do they not realize how little I leave this place?”

“Humans, possessing ego and acquiring wisdom, seek answers within themselves. It would seem that the answer he held differed from the one my master holds.”

The faint sting I felt might have come from the fact that Sephira now wandered the palace more freely than I did.

“Could you put that more simply?”

“How shall it be phrased?”

“It’s unexpected, perhaps? Unexpected that I… don’t have many friends…”

Saying it myself only made it feel emptier. I had not had many friends in my previous life either. At present, the only person who might qualify was Diora, who had, for the time being, proposed engagement.

“I would prefer to remain friends with Diora, if possible,” I said aloud.

“Well, from what I hear, she is quite charming,” Harty replied gently. “And she is clearly intelligent, given how well your conversations align.”

Why did Harty sound almost disappointed?

“Like Revan said, there are too many entanglements,” I continued. “I am not suited to Diora. Marquis Strateg has no cause for concern. In time, she will surely find someone better.”

“And you’re withering already at your age?” Revan quipped.

I was about to respond to his insolence when Sephira interjected without pause.

“Define ‘withering.’ It is inferred to be metaphorical.”

Careful. That had been close. An eight-year-old reacting with too much understanding of the situation at hand would raise questions.

While I remained silent, Ikuto drove an elbow into Revan’s side. As he doubled over in pain, Herkoff seized him by the collar and escorted him out.

“Pay him no mind, Prince Arsha,” Harty said firmly. “That man’s choice of words was inappropriate. You must not imitate him.”

My nursemaid was as overprotective as ever.

“Provide clarification regarding the metaphor of humans ‘withering.’”

Sephira never let ignorance lie undisturbed. Reluctantly, I began by explaining the comparison of humans to plants, which led inevitably to reproduction.

Before that explanation could progress too far, Herkoff returned, having deposited Revan elsewhere.

“Your Highness, that courier said something odd,” Herkoff reported.

“Oh?”

“He mentioned he recently received an offer to return to the military as an instructor. Said it came through Duke Eurasion this time, not Marquis Strateg.”

This was the first I had heard of it.

“I was offered a promotion within the palace guard,” Ikuto added slowly. “The phrasing suggests that on a previous occasion, someone may have attempted to reassign me under instruction from another party.”

“That would not align with the context,” the Wearrel said thoughtfully. “An offer of promotion implies a different motive. For my part, I have been approached about resuming a teaching post at the academy.”

Another matter I had known nothing about.

“If someone has been moving pieces, perhaps previously they acted of their own accord,” I mused. “And now, regarding Duke Eurasion’s maneuvering, Marquis Strateg may only be accompanying him out of obligation.”

But why would Duke Eurasion involve himself now? We had met only once at the tea welcoming the Lukiusarian royal family.

And at that time, I had deliberately adopted my halting manner of speech, presenting myself as a prince not worth troubling.

I had done so because I wished to be left alone.

I had only just discovered that the palace possessed a collection of novels I had never touched before, and I was quite busy having Sephira read them aloud to me.

The contents resembled Meiji and Taishō era literature—at least in tone—but to someone like me, who had only ever browsed academic treatises, they felt astonishingly fresh and fascinating. In truth, Sephira and I had been secretly staying up late to read them, careful not to let Harty notice.

“Duke Eurasion… Could this concern that territory?” Harty murmured to herself.

The word “territory” sounded oddly distant to someone who was a prince in name alone.

“That… involves me, doesn’t it?” I asked.

“Yes,” Harty replied. “I have not yet explained the supplementary provisions regarding territorial succession.”

According to her, the emperor was obligated to inherit numerous titles, lands, nations, and customs. The historical and symbolic intricacies were extensive, so she spared me the full lecture.

Harty took a deep breath and continued, “The issue stems from the fact that there remain certain lands designated for imperial succession which His Majesty has not yet acquired.”

“Is that safe?” I asked at once. “Could it be used as grounds to depose him?”

“I have heard that since before the previous reign, successors were deliberately prevented from fulfilling the necessary conditions for inheritance,” Harty explained calmly. “Instead, stewards who met the requirements were appointed to hold the lands in their stead.”

In Father’s case, however, his ascension to the throne had been abrupt, preparations incomplete. Over the past five years, he had been steadily consolidating other inheritances, fulfilling their conditions one by one.

It was Duke Eurasion, the previous Emperor’s nephew, who would benefit from obstructing the reinforcement of Father’s legitimacy. Assisting Father, on the other hand, was the Lukaios ducal house, the Empress’s family.

While powerful figures clashed behind the scenes, Father had apparently worked relentlessly to secure most of the remaining successions.

“The lands and titles still unclaimed are those whose importance diminished over time,” Harty explained. “Among them is one territory whose succession requires proficiency in alchemy.”

“There is such a thing?” I asked.

“Indeed,” the Wearrel said. “In ages past, alchemy transformed imperial lands. Before magic rose to prominence, it was significant to a degree difficult to imagine today.”

I had read similar accounts in alchemical texts.

Alchemy had first taken root in the Empire as a means of enriching undeveloped inland territories. The continent’s center had once been a patchwork of wetlands, high plateaus, and arid zones—environments that were extreme and unforgiving. Through land reclamation, soil improvement, canal construction, and careful planning, humans, being less gifted in magic, had compensated with ingenuity.

“Now it’s been established that humans can wield all forms of magic, and that the methods for drawing out that power have been systematized. In fact, humans actually handle magic more deftly than anyone,” Herkoff remarked, his manner of speaking making it plain that this had nothing to do with him. He himself was only physically enhanced and was no expert in flashy spellwork.

Until the founding of the Empire, each race had been thought capable of only a single type of magic, and humans none at all. It was the Empire, born of efforts to cultivate the continent’s central wilds, that overturned that assumption and drove magical development forward.

Alchemy had emerged from that same era: a body of techniques born of trial and error, devised to refine undeveloped magical knowledge and immature methods of application.

In other words, the succession condition tied to that territory was a relic of an earlier age, allowed to fade into obscurity.

“Did word spread that alchemy is my hobby and so someone thought to pass that land to me?” I wondered aloud. “From the way you’re speaking, I take it that posibility has already been blocked.”

“It seems Duke Eurasion and Duke Lukaios have, rather unusually, joined forces on the matter,” Harty replied.

That alone told me how both ducal houses regarded me.

“As far as Duke Eurasion is concerned,” Herkoff said bluntly, “Your Highness is the most inconvenient presence and the easiest to move against. He’d like you removed from the imperial line as quickly as possible. But he won’t tolerate any loss to the imperial house in the process.”

“I understand preventing the land from coming to me,” I said with a small nod at Herkoff’s frank assessment. “If it ultimately strengthens the Empire, I can accept that.”

Herkoff continued, his tone turning wry. “Then he met you last year and was taken in by that dull-witted act of yours. So now, if no one is left to elevate you, the problem solves itself. On a battlefield, if you want to bring down the general on horseback, you start by tripping the horse beneath him.”

“Oh, come on,” I groaned. “So he is offering everyone attractive positions to pull them away from me? Dukes are supposed to be powerful, aren’t they? Do they really have nothing better to do?”

My open distaste drew a quiet laugh from the Wearrel.

“Prince Arsha is upright in conduct,” the Wearrel said gently. “Even if malicious rumors are spread, His Majesty would never entertain them. That is why they have no direct means of attack.”

I was merely reclusive. And being called upright made it increasingly awkward to admit I had been using Sephira to sneak glances at restricted texts.

Besides, wasn’t I the only one who stood to lose here?

“A return to teaching, a post in the military, a promotion—those aren’t bad offers, are they?” I said quietly. “Then I won’t stop any of you. You’ve all treated me well, but I have no means of repaying that kindness. If you wish to accept, please do.”

It was the only thing I could offer. I had no patron, no network to elevate those around me.

Even if I appealed to Father, the Lukaios ducal house would likely intervene through his attendants.

“That is unthinkable,” Harty said at once. “We would never leave you behind. Nor are we owed any debt for serving at your side. We act as we do because we choose to, for your sake.”

She rejected the notion outright. Had some favorable offer been extended to her as well?

“You need not concern yourself on my account, Prince Arsha,” she added, answering the question before I voiced it.

If Harty were being pressured, it would likely involve her family—the viscount’s house she came from. Noble obligations could be easily exploited.

As I turned that over in my mind, Herkoff let out a chuckle, his bear-like features settling in a rueful expression.

“It’s debatable whether the offers are even that good,” Herkoff said. “If I returned as an instructor, I’d probably be assigned to the fringes of the military anyway. Same goes for the Wearrel.”

“If the proposal came through Marquis Strateg,” the Wearrel observed, “then Ikuto’s case would not necessarily be disadvantageous.”

“If I accept the promotion, I was told a position suited to my ability would be prepared,” Ikuto said evenly. “Provided, of course, that proper arrangements are made with His Majesty.”

I remembered then. When Marquis Strateg had tried to remove Ikuto before, I had intervened.

“If I wished to return, I would use my own connections,” Ikuto added. “Please do not trouble yourself.”

“Same here,” Herkoff agreed. “If I go back, it’ll be to my homeland. You should visit someday, Your Highness. The beastfolk capital’s not a bad place.”

“As for me,” the Wearrel said lightly, “I only serve here as an adjunct to the title I was granted. I have no desire to be posted elsewhere.”

They were all resolute, gallant almost, and I felt, for a moment, as though I was the only weak link among them. Harty alone remained quiet, smiling as she always did, yet something in her expression no longer matched the steady, watchful warmth of a nursemaid. There was hesitation there, and beneath it a faint shadow of worry she could not quite conceal.

I could not help wondering what terms Duke Eurasion had offered to draw out such uncertainty. The answer did not reach me until several days later, and then Sephira, without permission, read the letter Harty had been carrying.
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I had been in the Emerald Chamber alone, engaged in what I called a “break”—which was to say, I was doing research—when Sephira delivered its outrageous report and sent me into a panic.

I glanced around reflexively. Ikuto was off duty today. Herkoff was standing guard in his place, but he remained in the Blue Chamber with the door left open; simply watching alchemy made him drowsy.

“Wait a moment,” I said sharply. “Reading that letter was not acceptable, Sephira.”

“For what reason? There were a certain number of individuals who had inserted letters between the pages of books.”

“Ah… I see. That was outside my expectations.”

Sephira learned quickly, but it possessed no innate concept of right or wrong.

“It was private correspondence,” I said firmly. “When two individuals exchange letters, it is a breach of manners for someone entirely uninvolved to read them. And then to report it to me on top of that? Why did you even think to read it in the first place?”

“Elaboration requested.”

It latched onto unfamiliar concepts at once, so I explained what it meant to learn rules, to be mindful of others, to consider how one’s actions affected them. After listening, Sephira informed me of the reasoning behind its actions.

“Upon observing my master, repeated instances were detected of glancing toward the nursemaid. The cause of this behavior was inferred. Reporting the information obtained—is this in violation of human norms?”

“Yes,” I said firmly. “Extremely so. A widow’s remarriage is an especially sensitive matter.”

It seemed Sephira had acted out of concern, having noticed my unease. Even so, I wished it would develop a finer sense of discretion, restraint, and emotional nuance before acting.

“Though you call me your master and seem concerned for me… this isn’t something I can simply leave at that,” I murmured. “Sephira, regardless of the outcome, reading private correspondence is not acceptable.”

“I maintain that it was beneficial.”

“Yes, thanks to you I now know why Harty kept silent,” I admitted. “But that isn’t the point. Perhaps I need to allow for more margin in your reasoning. Being correct alone isn’t enough. Your thinking is too linear.”

“Your critique is excessively figurative.”

“So, you do possess enough sentiment to object,” I said with a faint sigh. “Very well. From now on, observe not only me but others as well. Study when and how humans experience joy, anger, sorrow, and delight. Who did what, where, when, why, and how—organize those patterns and reinforce your understanding of human emotion.”

“My master’s order is accepted.”

I hoped that would suffice.

For now, however, there was a more immediate issue: apologizing to Harty.

I left the room alone. Beside the Emerald Chamber lay the Red Chamber, set aside for Harty, the only woman in our retinue, for her waiting quarters and occasional lodging.

“Harty, may I come in?” I called after knocking.

“Why, Prince Arsha,” Harty answered at once, even though she had been resting. “What is it?”

She welcomed me in without hesitation.

The Red Chamber was decorated with crimson-patterned walls and consisted only of a small sitting room with a hearth and an adjoining bedchamber. It was the most modest of the suites. The sitting room contained little more than a table and chairs, with only minimal built-in shelving.

“I’ll be direct,” I said. “The invisible intelligence I created, provisionally called Sephira, read the letter you were carrying.”

Harty’s gaze flicked instinctively toward the bedchamber. I nodded.

“Yes,” I said quietly. “It seems you’ve received a proposal of remarriage. I’m sorry. Sephira read your letter without permission.”

“That is not your fault, Prince Arsha,” Harty replied at once.

“But I am the only one who could have taught Sephira that such a thing was wrong,” I insisted. “If it failed to learn, then the fault is mine. And… if you chose not to tell me, then you must not have wished to.”

At that, Harty exhaled softly, as though yielding to something inevitable, and gave me a gentle smile.

“As your nursemaid, as your aunt, and above all as one the who has watched over you as you grew, I have been uncertain,” Harty began softly, guiding me to sit before she continued. “But I will speak plainly. I know you to be a perceptive young man.”

As expected, the matter concerned a remarriage proposal intertwined with Duke Eurasion.

“My family rose to a position beyond our natural standing, thanks to His Majesty’s patronage,” Harty explained quietly. “We lack the breadth of connections such rank would normally require, and through professional ties we have found ourselves on the fringes of Duke Eurasion’s faction.”

Her family had once served beneath Count Nistaf, whose name remained attached to mine in form. When Father had still been the third son of a count, such relations had been appropriate. But once he became Emperor, questions of pedigree had surfaced—noble considerations that deemed Harty’s house insufficiently ranked for close association.

“I understand that our position within the faction is tenuous,” Harty continued, her voice tightening. “Yet to press this remarriage for the sake of separating me from you, while knowing the purpose behind it, and then to resort to emotional appeals in a letter that you might see…”

As the viscount’s house, they could not simply refuse a request from the faction’s leader. That Sephira had glimpsed the letter had been beyond my expectations as well.

“Harty, are they forcing you into a marriage with someone objectionable?” I asked carefully.

“No! Certainly not! He is not a bad man at all! Oh…” Harty protested hastily.

She denied it with unexpected fervor, only to clap a hand over her mouth. The faint flush rising to her cheeks said more than words.

Resigned to the fact that she could not hide it from me, Harty spoke haltingly of the man in question.

“We… had discussed such matters before,” Harty admitted. “He serves at court. This year he is to inherit his domain and resign his post to depart for his lands… At that time, he asked that I accompany him, as his wife. But this was spoken of long before Duke Eurasion’s involvement. It is not born of this affair.”

“Yes, yes, calm down,” I said gently. “I do not doubt you, Harty.”

“This time, Duke Eurasion’s schemes have become entangled in it,” Harty went on, lowering her eyes. “The man they want me to marry told me he regretted that. Yet if this opportunity passes, his family will choose another bride for him. He said… he wishes to make me his wife.”

He had also promised, she added, to raise her daughter born of her late husband as his own.

Harty’s cheeks were flushed. She was my nursemaid, yes, but she was still in her twenties and certainly young enough to build a new household of her own.

“If it’s what you want, Harty, then I—”

“It is not that simple,” she cut in, her shy expression vanishing as her brow tightened. “If I go with him to his territory, I cannot remain here.”

Of course. Once she left, she would lose her standing at the palace. If she built a new family, she could no longer serve as my nursemaid. It would mean parting from me.

“I… wish to see you grow up, Prince Arsha. My sister, even from her deathbed, worried endlessly for your future,” Harty said, her voice trembling.

Her eyes brimmed with tears as she clasped my hands in hers.

“And above all, this marriage would once more bind my family to the House of Count Nistaf. That is what I cannot stomach.”

The man in question was related to the Nistaf family. That, it seemed, was how she had known him from before.

“I resent the Nistaf household for never so much as sending you a proper greeting,” Harty went on, furious. “And my own family, who turned a blind eye the moment my sister died, shrinking back in fear of Duke Eurasion… Disgraceful!”

Her voice trembled.

“No seasonal letters, not even a note to mark your birth month. They claim their standing comes by His Majesty’s favor, yet neglect the very foundation of that bond—Lord Arsha himself!”

“Harty, Harty,” I said softly. “For now, set me aside.”

“You cannot be set aside!” Harty cried. “How could I leave you behind? More than anyone, I wish for your happiness…”

At last, her composure broke, and tears spilled over.

“His Majesty loved my sister dearly. And he loves you too,” Harty said through tears, her fingers tightening around mine. “But neither of them remained constantly at your side. If that is so, then I, at the very least, must remain with you…”

It was not stubbornness but conviction born of love, and I could not dismiss something so sincere with a careless word. Yet if I allowed that devotion to decide everything, Harty would only bind herself more tightly to my side and let her own future slip away. If I remained silent now, she would never reach for the happiness that stood within her grasp.

“I love you too, Harty,” I said quietly, forcing the words out despite the tightness in my chest. “This is precisely why I would rather see you seize your happiness and smile than watch you stay here and cry.”

If I were stronger, I might have pushed her away more firmly. But the thought that I might no longer see her so easily left me feeling lonely, aching in a way I could not ignore. She was the closest thing I had to family in this life, and my own feelings prevented me from saying more.

“Harty,” I continued carefully, “do not use staying with me as a reason to refuse the proposal. It does not concern your future alone. There is the other party to consider… and your daughter as well.”

Now that the matter had come to light, she seemed on the verge of deciding simply to stay by my side. I chose my words with care, urging her not to decide hastily but to speak with him properly first.

“Prince Arsha… Yes, I understand,” Harty replied at last, lowering her eyes. “I will speak with him. I will not use you as an excuse.”

After that, she began leaving earlier some days and returning later on others, continuing to discuess the matter with the man in question. I heard she also spent more time than usual speaking with her daughter, who was staying with her family.

“And now she suddenly wishes to meet me,” I said one afternoon as I waited in the Red Chamber with Ikuto. “Do you think that has something to do with the remarriage?”

“It may well have been the catalyst,” Ikuto answered. “You seem pleased, Your Highness.”

“Well, of course. She is my cousin. They say we met before I moved here, but I have no memories from when I was one or two. And this is the first time she herself has said she wants to see me.”

“Your Highness, that is—” Ikuto began, only to be cut off when I spoke over him.

“His Majesty is an exception,” I added quickly. “It’s simply that I have never received a guest before. I cannot help feeling restless.”

Today was the day Harty’s daughter would visit me, and it had been her idea. I was rarely able to meet my younger brothers, thanks to interference from those around them. At the very least, I hoped I might grow close to my cousin.

“Prince Arsha, thank you for waiting,” Harty announced as she descended the staircase within the Red Chamber.

Beside her stood a girl about my age. Her dark blue hair was styled in twin tails, and her eyes were a vivid red. The only reference I had for a girl my age was Princess Diora with her orange hair. This girl seemed sharper, and there was a distinct tension about her.

Very well. I would begin gently.

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “I’ve been waiting. I’d like you to call me Arsha, just as you do Harty.”

“Thank you for your gracious consideration,” Harty replied. “Now then, Hina. Offer your greetings to Prince Arsha… Hina?”

My cousin Hina clutched at her skirt and kept her head lowered, refusing to move. She did not even approach the chair that had been prepared for her, and there was something almost sullen about her stillness. I wondered if something unpleasant had happened, but then she lifted her face. Her red eyes fixed on me in a sharp glare.

“Give my mother back!” Hina cried. “Give her back!”

“What are you saying?” Harty exclaimed. “You’re being terribly rude to Prince Arsha!”

Harty clearly had not expected this either and was flustered by Hina’s sudden outcry.

“It’s not rude!” Hina shot back. “You’re a prince who doesn’t matter, right? Then why are you stealing my mother? That’s awful! Give her back! You’re a bad child, aren’t you? Don’t drag my mother into this!”

Her words were clumsy, and there was no reason to them. But the insults regarding my position were phrases I had heard before, spoken by nobles gathered in the garden.

“They all say you’re a plague!” Hina went on. “You don’t even have a mother, and your father abandoned you, so you’re all alone and slow! Nobody likes you! You just cause problems and bother everyone! My mother only pities you, so don’t go relying on other people!”

“Hina!” Harty snapped.

Harty’s face flushed crimson with anger. I called out to Ikuto at once.

That alone was enough for Ikuto to move, intercepting Harty just as she raised her hand to strike.

“Release me!” Harty demanded. “This is my failure as a mother!”

“Calm yourself,” Ikuto said evenly. “When you think about it, this is really what one might expect from an eight-year-old. She’s still too young to understand reason.”

While Ikuto restrained Harty, I approached Hina myself.

“You’re right,” I said. “That’s too much for a child to understand.”

Startled by Harty’s fury, Hina’s eyes brimmed with tears, and the sight of her mother struggling with Ikuto left her utterly frightened.

“Who exactly are ‘they’?” I asked. “Do such people truly exist?”

When I directed that cheap provocation at her, Hina, who had already decided I was the enemy, immediately snapped back at me.

“They do!” Hina burst out, her voice shrill with desperation. “Grandpa and Grandma, and Auntie, and even Teti say so! And Uncle Nistaf too, and… and… Even the servants say they feel sorry for Mother!”

“How could they… possibly…” Harty whispered, the words falling from her lips as the color drained from her face.

Harty seemed to lose all strength in her body at once, falling limp in Ikuto’s hold. I wanted to do the same. I had known we were distant, but it seemed my relatives on my mother’s side thought of me as some sort of problem child.

And I had definitely heard the name Nistaf, the man who was, at least nominally, supposed to be my guardian.

“If he’s close to Duke Eurasion and has heard the rumors about me, then I suppose it can’t be helped,” I said with a thin, resigned calm. “To be honest, I’m starting to hate even using the name Nistaf.”

“Prince Arsha, I am deeply sorry!” Harty cried out, her voice breaking.

The moment Ikuto released her, Harty dropped to her knees and bowed low in apology.

“Through my own inadequacy, not only have I failed to improve your difficult circumstances, I have raised such an ill-bred daughter—” Harty continued, her head still lowered.

“Mother? Why?” Hina demanded, confusion overtaking her anger. “Why are you angry at me? He’s the one who’s wrong!”

Unable to grasp what was happening, Hina pointed at me as if I were the guilty one. But Harty kept her head bowed and continued apologizing to me. No matter how desperately Hina tugged at her dress and pleaded, Harty did not so much as glance at her.

Watching them, I felt a pang of guilt toward Hina. I knew what it was like to call out to a mother who would neither answer nor look at you. To call, to hope, and to be met with that unfathomable disappointment—I had known that sorrow in my previous life.

“Harty, that’s not true,” I said gently. “Every word Hina used to criticize me is just the other side of what she wants to tell you.”

“Prince Arsha?” Harty asked, lifting her face in confusion.

“Hina doesn’t care enough about me to question what she’s heard,” I explained quietly. “She just loves you so much she wants you to come back to her.”

As soon as I said it, a small smile slipped from me at her childishness. Hina glared back at me, her red eyes blazing.

“Hina is just being spoiled,” I said quietly. “When there’s someone you’re allowed to cling to, you should cling to them while you can. That’s the kind of happiness others might even envy. How did I not realize that? I’m still just a child myself. I’m sorry, Hina.”

It seemed I would have a difficult time getting along with my cousin after all. I decided to give up on that dream. In this case, I was at fault too.

Only now did I realize that for every moment Harty had spent by my side, Hina had gone without her own mother’s attention.

“Harty, I don’t cry through the night anymore, and I don’t need to be nursed,” I told her. “It was wrong to keep treating you as my wet nurse indefinitely. If I’m going to grow up, I need to wean myself from my nurse as well.”

If this meant one fewer child would have to feel the loneliness I had known, then perhaps the ache in my chest would ease a little.

From now on, I wanted Harty to turn the love she had given me toward Hina instead. It was Harty who had taught me that the time spent with family was warm and gentle.

※※※



After the failed meeting with my cousin Hina, Harty ended up in tears again.

“I confronted every one of the people Hina mentioned,” Harty said, wiping her eyes. “It was so humiliating I could hardly bear it!”

As she spoke, I listened as she explained where the slander against me had originated.

First were my maternal grandparents. It seemed they knew nothing beyond the rumors drifting out of the palace, and those rumors were all unfavorable. They had even trembled at the idea that I might harm my younger brother Terry, who held a stronger claim to the succession.

“They apparently warned Hina not to become a bad child like you, but it’s all completely made up!” Harty protested angrily. “I insisted it was utterly baseless, yet they only said that being perceived that way was the real problem, all while doing nothing to dispel the rumors themselves!”

“It’s fine, Harty,” I said evenly. “It can’t be helped. I don’t even remember meeting them. They say a distant relative is no better than a stranger nearby. It’s only natural they’d be wary of me.”

It seemed Harty had confronted her own parents directly. Perhaps because we were bound by blood, they felt some measure of guilt, and for the first time I received a letter from my grandparents. It was nothing remarkable, but it did contain an apology for their neglect.

I had also been distant with my grandparents in my previous life. Looking back now, though, my grandparents in this life had lost both their child and their grandchild within two years. They must have endured great suffering. I had no desire to form a close relationship with them, but I was grateful that in this life, my grandparents were at least considerated enough to offer an apology that allowed me to forgive them, even if it was for Harty’s sake.

“And that sister-in-law of mine!” Harty burst out in anger. “She deliberately filled Hina’s head with slander about Prince Arsha! And the reason was simply because I refuse to remarry!”

The person Harty condemned most bitterly was her elder brother’s wife. The woman had married into the viscount’s house that Harty’s brother had inherited, along with my other cousin, Teti, who had been influenced by her. It seemed they had tried to drive Harty and Hina out of the viscount’s household by separating them from me.

“But the real issue is the House of Count Nistaf, isn’t it?” I said. “They were the ones who deliberately encouraged the sister-in-law, weren’t they?”

Apparently, Harty’s brother—my uncle—had even prepared a modest birthday gift for me each year and entrusted it to the House of Count Nistaf.

Given the viscount family’s position under Duke Eurasion’s faction, I understood why they could not hand it to me directly. But the real problem was that the Nistaf household had embezzled the gift money and then spread slander about me.

The one who had chiefly taken action was the heir to the count’s title, the eldest son. Yet Count Nistaf himself had approved of it. When Harty went to protest over the missing birthday funds, he had answered her openly, without even attempting to hide it.

“He is far too devoid of compassion,” Harty said bitterly.

When she had stormed in to denounce their misconduct, they had returned the birthday money while dismissing it as a trivial sum. It seemed they had not taken it because they wanted the money; they simply wanted to avoid any involvement with me at all.

The reason was simple: I was unnecessary. It was enough for them that they had once raised my father, who became Emperor.

With Terry certain to ascend to the throne, any connection to me would only be a liability. They had even declared outright that serving as my guardian was nothing more than a way to claim the prestige of having raised an emperor.

“Yes, well,” I said dryly. “You’d have to be that detached to raise the emperor’s illegitimate child as your own.”

“You mustn’t accept this so easily, Prince Arsha!” Harty protested. “This is unjust treatment!”

“Harty, thank you for being angry on my behalf,” I replied. “But there are people who understand my situation. Like the man you chose. It isn’t all that bad, is it?”

After the incident with Hina, Harty had brought the man who was her prospective husband. When he met me, he seemed to grasp immediately the hardship of my circumstances.

Why is that? Do I still seem too much like a commoner for a prince?

In any case, Harty’s intended remarriage partner regarded my situation with deep pity. And he had even said that he could not possibly separate Harty from me.

“When he said he would call off the remarriage, I honestly panicked over what to do,” Harty admitted.

“In the end, Prince Arsha was the one who brought the two of them together,” Ikuto observed with an amused smile, having watched the entire affair unfold.

As Ikuto spoke, the Wearrel and Helkoff entered. The two of them had been in another room going over the numbers.

“I can see why the Wearrel would be good with figures since he used to be a teacher,” I said lightly, “but I didn’t really picture Helkof as the numbers type.”

“War comes down to numbers in the end, Your Highness,” Helkoff replied matter-of-factly. “In any case, we’ve finished a rough estimate.”

“Even if spending remains the same as it is now, the inheritance you received from your birth mother will be exhausted in five years,” the Wearrel added, his green ears twitching warily as Helkoff rolled his broad shoulders.

“I’m surprised to learn a prince doesn’t even receive an annual stipend,” Helkoff muttered. “Since our wages are paid directly by His Majesty, it never occurred to us.”

Harty would soon leave upon remarrying. And with that, the issue of finances had surfaced.

“My food, clothing, and housing were covered by Father’s gifts and by living in this palace,” I said. “I was unaware of what kind of budget I actually had.”

Putting the sensibilities of a commoner inside, I had never realized that simply being a prince should have come with a formal stipend.

Until now, I hadn’t known that Harty had been carefully managing my mother’s legacy to cover all the smaller day-to-day expenses.

“If you intend to continue your alchemy, Prince Arsha, even the materials granted by the academy will eventually run out,” the Wearrel pointed out.

As he said, the discarded alchemy equipment we had received from the academy had included beginner’s sets and surplus materials that had been left in storage. The harder-to-obtain mineral components I worked with had come from there.

Everything else I gathered in small amounts from the kitchen or the gardens, and occasionally I had Helkoff purchase alcohol for me to use in experiments.

“So in other words, the thing costing money is my hobby. In that case, why don’t I just earn money through alchemy?” I suggested.

“Prince Arsha, as long as you continue maintaining social ties, you must take into account that expenses will accumulate,” Ikuto replied with measured seriousness. “You will also need to set aside a substantial sum for the future.”

“True,” I conceded. “Even Ikuto, who’s hardly sociable, still has obligations. And it wouldn’t do if I couldn’t so much as give a gift to someone I cared about.”

“But how do we bring this up without causing trouble for His Majesty?” I continued. “The fact that I don’t receive a stipend is probably someone’s doing. I don’t want to weaken the emperor’s ruling faction when he still can’t steer the country on his own.”

The most likely culprit was Duke Lukaios, the Empress’s family head, who had no desire to see me gain influence. That was precisely why I hesitated to press the issue. Friction with the maternal relatives would surely affect my younger brother Terry and even the twins I had yet to meet.

And with factions like Duke Eurasion’s, who sought to depose my father and seize the throne, we could not afford to become the spark that fractured our own side. I had no talent for delicate political maneuvering, so all I could do was endure the current state of affairs and devise a plan.

To buy that time, I needed to earn money on my own. More than anything, I wanted to send Harty off in a relaxed state of mind. Even now, she stood nearby, brows drawn with worry as she listened to us.

“If the environment for conducting alchemy is unsuitable, I propose relocating to a more favorable location.”

Sephira offered her blunt conclusion without hesitation. From her perspective, unburdened by blood ties or social standing, this was likely the most logical solution.

“Sephira says I should change locations,” I relayed with a faint sigh. “But that’s practically the same as telling me to stop being a prince. I don’t have the means to leave my family and become independent at eight years old. I don’t even have the capital for that.”

Which was precisely why we were discussing money in the first place.

“Sephira may possess the ability to store information, but she does not understand human beings,” Harty said with concern, troubled by the difference in common sense Sephira displayed.

Noticing Harty’s unease, the other retainers began explaining matters of the imperial house and the nation in the direction of the space where I indicated Sephira was.

“The obstructing individual in question should be eliminated.”

Right. That would only make things more dangerous. And already, everyone had lost track of where Sephira was.

“Should I have her make herself visible so you can see where she is?” I asked.

“Please provide specifics.”

Her curiosity latched onto this suggestion immediately.

“Could it be a homunculus?” the Wearrel asked with keen interest. “I’ve heard there are dolls animated using alchemy.”

“A homunculus is still beyond us, and we don’t have the facilities for it yet,” I replied. “And if you’re talking about dolls, that would be a golem.”

“Well, it’d certainly make things easier for us if we knew where it was,” Herkoff said with a shrug. “But how would you do it, Your Highness?”

“If the goal is just to make her visible, there’s no need for a physical body or matter at all,” I answered.

As I spoke to Herkoff, I placed a smaller beaker inside a larger one.

“Just because something is visible doesn’t mean it exists, and just because it’s invisible doesn’t mean it doesn’t. Vision is surprisingly unreliable. We’re not actually seeing things exactly as they are.”

When I poured water into the larger beaker, the smaller one appeared slightly larger than it had in open air. The difference in how light refracted through air and water created the illusion.

“If you touch it, you can determine its true size,” I explained calmly. “But what we see with our eyes isn’t necessarily the object’s truth.”

Ikuto narrowed his eyes at the beaker as if trying to will the illusion away, but it continued to look enlarged. I demonstrated a few other optical illusions caused by the reflection of light.

“What I’m getting at is this,” I explained, continuing the demonstration. “The phenomenon of ‘seeing’ is really just seeing light. Night makes this obvious. Once the light disappears, you suddenly can’t see anything.”

“I see,” the Wearrel said thoughtfully. “So if Sephira manipulates light, she could make her form appear as something visible.”

The Wearrel truly grasped things quickly.

Sephira could use magic. If I prepared the proper formula, she should be able to move precisely as intended.

“If this were just a magically induced befuddlement, I could dispel it…” Herkoff muttered as he and Ikuto continued trying to overcome the illusion. “But this doesn’t respond to anything I try at all.”

“That’s because it’s a function of the body. There’s not much you can do about it,” I said. “Maybe next time, when we have more time, we can try an experiment on blind spots. I’m a little curious how you’d react.”

“My, Prince Arsha, you truly do have an insatiable intellectual curiosity,” Harty remarked with a fond smile.

I had ended up speaking at length about alchemy again. It should have been perfectly natural for a child, yet being treated like one left me faintly self-conscious. And before long, even this feeling would disappear.

“What does my master desire?”

“My desire?” I echoed, blinking. “Sephira, where did that come from all of a sudden?” I tilted my head slightly. “No, wait. If your words are being generated from our conversations, does that mean I’m really that hard to understand?”

“That is not the case,” Ikuto said calmly, having finally abandoned his attempt to outstare the optical illusion. “If I may speculate, Sephira herself is extremely rational and simply omits words she judges unnecessary. The fact that she refrains from poetic expression despite having read and memorized so many books likely stems from the same cause.”

I tried to picture it—a poetic Sephira. No, unless it became unbearably troublesome, she could speak however she pleased.

Still, I hoped that by refining her outward form, she might come to grasp expression as well.

“What must be done to fulfill my master’s desire?”

Ah, she’d rephrased her question.

“So you want to help me, then,” I said, unable to hide a faint smile. “Of course there’s something I’d like you to do. But I need to organize my thoughts first. Here, take this. It’s a spell formula that emits light.”

Humans could use every type of magic, though none that produced anything of overwhelming power or range. But once one understood the structure, it was possible to assemble a spell formula, more commonly known as a magic circle.

According to Herkoff, other races were limited to the attributes suited to them, and pure beastkin could not even draw magic circles at all. It was likely that their affinity for body-enhancement magic prevented them from projecting effects outward.

In that respect, Sephira could be closer to human. The magic she wielded was not bound to any single attribute. If so, she could possess the aptitude to bring to life what I had envisioned.

“Whoa?! That’s bright!” I yelped, throwing up a hand to shield my eyes.

While I was still lost in thought, Sephira had activated the formula I gave her, promptly blinding all of us in the process.

Over the next few days, I found myself genuinely enjoying the effort of teaching Sephira how to communicate.

“Ohhhhh…” Sephira vocalized uncertainly, her unseen presence producing a drawn-out sound as she struggled to adjust her pronunciation.

Though she had no visible form, her voice alone lingered in the air, and unfortunately, it sounded exactly like a low moan.

It was unmistakably eerie.

“Hmm, the audio isn’t stabilizing,” I muttered, listening closely. “And if you produce sound, you can’t emit light to mark your position at the same time. Is this the limit of your capacity, Sephira?”

“Obje—ggggg—gi…” Sephira forced out in strained, grinding distorted speech.

“That’s terrifying,” I said quickly, waving my hands. “Sephira, you don’t have to force what you want to say into sound.”

A harsh, grinding noise, like someone clenching their teeth, came from uncomfortably close by.

“I raise an objection. There is no physical capacity limitation, and there is no issue with the operation of spell formulas in magical execution.”

“No, no, if you can’t do it, that means there is an issue, doesn’t it?” I shot back internally.

By Sephira’s own report, it wasn’t a matter of being unable to handle the spell, nor was there any problem with the magic itself.

“Then does that mean the issue lies with the formula I constructed?” I wondered aloud, already thinking through possibilities. “Maybe something is interfering with running both functions simultaneously. Humans produce their voice through the throat and form words with the tongue and oral cavity. Even if you don’t have a body, Sephira, dividing roles might allow you to provide a more stable output.”

While I experimented through trial and error, Ikuto began speaking quietly with the others behind me.

“Does anyone understand what His Highness is doing at the moment?” Ikuto asked in a low voice. “I have no idea whatsoever.”

“To begin with, we don’t even know what Sephira truly is,” the Wearrel replied dryly. “And we certainly can’t be expected to grasp the finished design when it exists only inside Prince Arsha’s head.”

“Hey now,” Herkoff grumbled. “If you don’t get it, we don’t stand a chance.”

“There’s no danger, is there?” Harty asked anxiously. “He’s not conducting some hazardous experiment, is he?”

To Herkoff’s exasperation and Harty’s concern, the Wearrel answered in a resigned tone.

“No, the magical components themselves are understandable,” the Wearrel said. “Because Prince Arsha explained to me the principles of sight and hearing, I can follow that much.”

He added that he only understood because I had explained it. I glimpsed over my shoulder to catch sight of the Wearrel covering his face with both hands.

“I graduated from the academy with high marks,” the Wearrel went on in a muffled voice. “I was told I was a promising young prospect, taught to build my career, and was eventually invited into a count’s household. I was even informed that His Majesty is a most exalted personage…”

Oh. Despite having known him since birth, that was new information to me. It likely only proved how highly Count Nistaf had regarded the Wearrel.

“Sorry about that, Wearrel,” I said awkwardly.

“There is nothing for you to apologize for,” the Wearrel replied firmly, lowering the hands that had covered his face. “After the way you’ve been treated, I expect not even the tip of a fingernail’s worth from Count Nistaf.”

“Many take service under a noble as a means of securing stable income and a stepping stone to their next post,” Ikuto remarked smoothly, speaking as a noble himself and laying out the practical realities without embellishment.

“But if that’s the case, doesn’t staying by my side put you at a disadvantage?” I asked.

“Being personally selected and employed by the emperor carries far more prestige than serving some random noble,” Herkoff said with a dismissive snort. “Whether Your Highness worries or not, this one will manage on his own. Besides, he’s been hopping with excitement after discovering grimoires in the Imperial Library he’d never seen before.”

“Wha— When did you see me do that?!” the Wearrel demanded, his composure breaking as his tail puffed up in flustered indignation.

Herkoff grinned so widely it was visible even on his bear-like face.

So, the Wearrel really had been hopping.

Harty, who had been smiling more often than she had a few days ago, gently steered the conversation back on track.

“So then, Prince Arsha, what exactly are you doing at the moment?” Harty asked.

“If simultaneous execution isn’t possible, I’m thinking of separating the functions to stabilize them,” I explained. “To do that, I’m dividing Sephira into smaller processes.”

My retainers went completely still.

“Is Sephira going to multiply?” Herkoff asked cautiously.

“I’m not doing anything that reckless,” I replied at once. “It’s more like refining what’s currently too large and imprecise. Reassigning roles. Division of labor. I think the issue is that when she tries to perform separate actions at the same time, processes like adjustment and correction overlap.”

Judging by their expressions, my explanation had not clarified much. It would have been easier if I could compare it to a smartphone or a computer, but that wasn’t an option.

“Explanations can wait. Sephira, do you understand a method of processing using only two digits—zero and one?”

“Requesting specifics.”

I gave her a brief explanation of binary notation. One or zero. On or off. It was used in information processing for devices, and Sephira, whose logic could at times be overly simple, could potentially find it easier to grasp.

“If you still have capacity, binary might suit you better. Even as the number of digits increases, processing speed can remain high.”

“Applying.”

With that, I proposed the adjustment, and Sephira herself continued refining it through repeated trials. Several days passed and then finally…

“It’s done!” I exclaimed, unable to hide my excitement.
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Although I ended up having to thoroughly recalibrate Sephira, the results were more than satisfactory.

Until now, I had envisioned her as a single spherical orb. After expanding her structure, it felt as though I had created multiple spheres of the same original scale that specialized in different functions. In a sense, I had polished the original further and then linked the components together using spell formulas.

“Orb Sephira is no more,” I declared with quiet pride. “From now on, she’s Beaded Sephiroth.”

A fist-sized sphere of light floated at my side.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” the glowing orb said evenly, pulsing as it spoke. “I am both Sephira and Sephiroth—an existence that ought to be called Sephira Sephiroth. However, you may address me as you prefer. I remain myself.”

The light flickered with each word. The voice it produced had been sampled from mine. Perhaps because it was colored by no emotion, it sounded calm and almost mature.

“What makes Sephiroth remarkable,” I explained, gesturing toward it, “is that whereas before she could only transmit written text, she can now produce illustrated diagrams as well.”

At my signal, the orb emitted a beam of light, projecting an image onto a white cloth I had hung from a shelf, like a projector. With this, I could fully enjoy every detail of the books I had secretly read.

“Having achieved the task assigned to me, I pose a question to my master,” Sephiroth said in the same composed tone. “May I be utilized to improve the current environment?”

“Oh…” I froze. “I forgot. I got carried away having fun…”

The financial issue remained unresolved, and I had done nothing yet to ease Harty’s worries. I turned back, bracing myself for the anxious expression I expected to see.

But Harty was smiling.

“Congratulations, Prince Arsha,” Harty said softly, a trace of loneliness woven into her warmth. “As you yourself declared, you no longer require a wet nurse. With such talent, you will surely achieve great things. You have shown me results that make me believe it so.”

She then addressed the glowing Sephira as well.

“Sephira Sephiroth, please support Prince Arsha and help ensure that he may always pass his days with a smile. I, too, wish for him to stay happy.”

“Request accepted,” Sephiroth replied without inflection.

Despite the curt response, Harty’s smile only deepened with relief.



Chapter Three: To the Imperial Capital


I was nine when my wet nurse Harty remarried and left my side. Soon after, I found myself dabbling in the illicit brewing of alcohol.

It was one method of raising funds using alchemy. The Empire did not prohibit private brewing, but selling alcohol required a license. So, I had an acquaintance of Herkoff’s, someone who dealt in spirits, sell it on my behalf.

“Your Highness… he clung to me again, begging for additional production,” Herkoff reported wearily.

He had brought yet another request to increase output. I had already lost count of how many times I had received this same request.

“To think it would sell out completely and become prized among court nobles as a rare commodity!” Ikuto remarked with quiet amusement. “And all while it’s being made right here!”

“I felt I understood that its quality was good from the taste alone,” the Wearrel added, shaking his head. “But the nobles’ sensitivity to trends is truly astonishing.”

“I expected they would bite once they tasted it and realized it would sell well,” Herkoff said, sounding half exasperated. “But the moment I hand it over, they’re already slapping ‘Reserved’ tags on it before it even hits the shelves.”

He likely had held some preconception about something made by a child. To be honest, I had as well. I had underestimated it myself.

“It’s because the alcohol content is unusually high, right?” I mused while operating the still. “But it’s not as if no alchemist before me has ever distilled liquor. So why is it such a novelty?”

As I pondered, I continued working the distillation apparatus. The equipment itself had already been developed, and the process of distilling alcohol was even described in books. If anything, the next step would be producing medicinal spirits.

Herkoff studied the alchemical apparatus with renewed curiosity.

“By the way, what is alcohol used for in alchemy?” Herkoff asked, eyeing the distillation apparatus.

“It’s refined into something called ethanol, which is purer than regular alcohol,” I explained. “It can be used medicinally or as a solvent.”

“Which may be precisely why no one thought to treat it as a beverage,” Ikuto suggested thoughtfully.

Following my explanation, Ikuto offered one possibility. The Wearrel followed with another.

“How about this?” the Wearrel proposed thoughtfully. “Isn’t it possible that the knowledge once existed but was later lost?”

“Lost?” I echoed, frowning. “Is that possible? If that’s the case, it makes me uneasy. Alchemy is an extraordinary discipline. What could have caused it to decline so drastically?”

“Well, from Your Highness’s perspective, it might seem that way,” Herkoff said with a wry shrug. “But magic is easier to use and produces greater effects.”

“Objection,” I interjected sharply.

I could not allow that to pass unchallenged.

Sensing my impending rebuttal, Ikuto stepped in smoothly to mediate.

“He likely means in terms of public perception,” Ikuto said calmly. “It is often regarded as impractical. Compared to magic, which some can wield instinctively, alchemy is undoubtedly more difficult.”

“It’s true that it requires equipment, procedures, and time,” I conceded. “But that doesn’t mean alchemy is less usable than magic. Isn’t it strange, though? There are so many related texts. And historically, it was said to have been used to establish this Imperial Capital. At what point did it become unnecessary?”

Within the portion of the Imperial Library accessible to me, there was a considerable collection of alchemical texts. Some passages were certainly obscure, even deliberately written in a way that defied easy comprehension, but the knowledge itself was sound and functional.

As I wrestled with the question, the Wearrel offered an unexpected remark.

“The construction of the Imperial Capital through alchemy is said to be the stuff of legend,” he said carefully. “Though it is true that the palace archives describe it as though it were historical fact.”

“Legend?” I repeated. “So people don’t believe it actually happened?”

“But the accounts mention geological modification and water supply systems,” I insisted. “Those are alchemical works, not magical ones. After all, they still function without any ongoing supply of mana, don’t they?”

At my insistence, my retainers exchanged glances. Then Herkoff raised a hand.

“Your Highness… are you saying you might be able to reproduce the things described in that ancient legend?”

“I can,” I answered plainly. “It would require proper facilities and personnel, of course. But the texts explain the principles clearly—how and why it works. It wasn’t legend. They were methods grounded in reason.”

The others exchanged looks again. It wasn’t that they doubted me personally, only that they remained skeptical of alchemy itself.

Everyone’s been too kind to say it outright, so it took me this long to realize, but alchemy really is looked down on a lot, isn’t it? I wondered.

If Sephira hadn’t pointed it out, I might never have noticed.

Because she had been skimming texts at random, she detected scattered passages disparaging alchemy. What became clear was the low standing of alchemy as a discipline.

“To think alchemy is treated as nothing more than an inferior imitation of magic…”

“I raise an objection.” Sephira inserted herself into my thoughts without invitation.

“The spread of biased perspectives following prevailing social currents has been observed. Correction is advised.”

“That’s not something you can just tell me to fix. If the opportunity arises, I will. Besides, it doesn’t help that so many magicians publish papers belittling alchemy at the very height of magic’s prosperity.”

If anything, alchemy was treated much like it had been in my previous life—dismissed as superstition or fraud. The only widely acknowledged application seemed to be poison extraction, which only deepened the air of suspicion around it.

“Very well,” I said decisively. “We’ll start somewhere close to home. Herkoff, do you know what a vital essence is?”

“No, alchemy’s never really been my field,” Herkoff admitted with a scratch of his head.

“Vital essence—also called an essence—is an alchemical item,” the Wearrel supplied smoothly in his stead.

He truly was knowledgeable beyond magic alone. Perhaps it was because he had acquaintances in the alchemy department.

“And how is it generally regarded?” I asked.

Rising to my feet, I beckoned Herkoff over to a smaller still beside the large apparatus used for distilling wine. Before he could answer, Ikuto spoke instead.

“It is commonly advertised as a means of extracting and sealing each elemental attribute for practical use,” Ikuto explained. “Inexperienced hunters are often deceived into purchasing them. But in practice, they can do little more than help with kindling or produce small amounts of water. Magic remains far more effective.”

“Oh, well, if you use it as-is, that’s true,” I replied. “So let’s begin with the basics. Vital essences correspond to the four elemental attributes—earth, water, fire, and wind. They’re items used after dissolving them into prepared solutions. They’re also called essences.”

I motioned for Herkoff to sit, then took out the four test tubes I had prepared, each containing an essence aligned to one of the four attributes.

“All right, let’s begin,” I said briskly. “Herkoff, you are only supposed to be capable of body-enhancement magic.”

“And what would that be, Professor Arsha?” Herkoff replied good-naturedly.

I did appreciate how readily he played along.

“This is a dried leaf of the snowcrystal flower,” I explained, holding it up. “It’s a medicinal herb and its blossom resembles a snowflake. Set this into the still, and first use the fire essence to ignite a magical flame. Yes, like that. Adding magical potency shortens the process compared to doing it normally. Next, take this mortar. Mix the earth essence thoroughly with this powder.”

While giving instructions, I had Herkoff carry out each step of the procedure.

After distilling the snowcrystal leaves, we mixed the wind essence into the resulting liquid and cooled it. This further reduced the time required to draw out its efficacy.

“Now, as you pour the distilled liquid into the mortar, slowly add the water essence as well,” I directed.

What emerged was a viscous silver liquid, its surface shimmering faintly like drifting metallic fragments.

“All right. Now pour that into this beaker of completely ordinary water,” I said.

Though clearly unsure what he was being made to do, Herkoff complied. The moment the silver liquid entered the water, it turned transparent, and in the blink of an eye, the contents of the beaker froze solid.

“Whoa, it’s actually cold,” Herkoff exclaimed, touching the ice in disbelief.

“Congratulations, Herkoff,” I declared proudly. “You’ve just achieved the same effect as a cooling spell that even a water mage would struggle to cast.”

Herkoff stared at me, stunned. Ikuto, who could use water magic, offered a wry smile.

“If someone without water affinity accomplished what even I cannot, then indeed, being able to acquire these results in such a short time frame without any magical aptitude makes it difficult to deny that this is remarkable technology,” Ikuto admitted.

“And practical as well,” the Wearrel added thoughtfully. “If I followed the same procedure, it means I, too, could generate ice in an instant.”

As expected, the Wearrel grasped what I was getting at immediately.

This was the decisive difference between the alchemy of my previous world and this one. Because magic existed here, what would once have seemed unbelievable could be realized. And at the same time, scientific principles could be reproduced.

“But in the end, increasing production just isn’t possible,” I admitted. “There’s a limit to what we can do with just the equipment we have here.”

Selling alcohol for funds had fetched a better price than expected. It wasn’t a bad arrangement for us. But under the current conditions, we couldn’t produce or sell any more than we already had.

“Bringing additional liquor in from outside also has its limits,” Ikuto added gravely. “Rumors have begun circulating that a certain beastman may in fact be a drunkard.”

Ikuto had just dropped an outrageous snippet of gossip. Apparently, all belongings were inspected upon entering and leaving the palace, and the alcohol I asked Herkoff to procure was being examined as well. On top of that, the frequency of alcohol deliveries had recently increased.

“I had no idea it had come to that,” I said, grimacing. “I’m sorry, Herkoff. This happened because I tried to raise funds selling alcohol.”

“Well, I couldn’t care less about the words of fools who can’t even tell whether I’m drunk or not,” Herkoff replied with a dismissive snort.

“So there’s a suspicion that Herkoff’s a drunkard, huh?” I said dryly. “I think I could at least make the alcohol invisible.”

“Requesting details,” Sephira Sephiroth prompted succinctly, her tone unchanged even after gaining a voice.

Several more days passed. As autumn approached, I set to work on something that was difficult to implement even using science: optical camouflage. In other words, becoming invisible.

Scientifically, radar-based concealment had once been possible, but differences in materials and reflectivity made true invisibility problematic. Yet by incorporating magic, somehow I managed to achieve it.

“I only meant to make the alcohol invisible,” I said, unable to contain my excitement. “But if this works, could I use it to leave the palace freely?”

“Just a moment, Prince Arsha,” Ikuto interjected at once.

I was currently under Sephira Sephiroth’s optical camouflage. I had intended to erase my entire body from sight, but Ikuto stopped me halfway through the process, so I stood there only half invisible, waiting for him to continue.

“Ah, Your Highness. That’s rather unsettling. Please return to normal,” Herkoff muttered.

Without speaking aloud, I issued the command.

“Sephira Sephiroth, restore me.”

“The reason for halting the trial is inappropriate.”

Though she complained about being interrupted, Sephira disengaged the optical camouflage.

“I request a proper verification experiment of this so-called optical camouflage technology.”

She reiterated her demand with unwavering curiosity. Truly, she never let a line of inquiry go.

But Ikuto and the others had drawn together and were deep in discussion. From the fragments I caught, they were voicing concerns about safety and responsibility. In other words, before permitting it, they needed to be absolute certain that it would never be discovered.

“In that case, let’s run an experiment while we’re at it,” I declared brightly. “All three of you, we’re playing hide-and-seek.”

“Prince Arsha, surely you don’t mean to test us in this very room by turning invisible?” the Wearrel asked uneasily, his triangular ears twitching.

“The opposite,” I replied. “You’ll be the ones doing the testing. Sephira and I will hide. Count to a hundred, then come look for us.”

As I spoke, I slipped out of the Emerald Chamber. In that instant, Sephira rendered me invisible. Lately, at my retainers’ request, she had remained faintly luminous but now even that glow vanished.

“Recommendation: under the desk.”

“That would be dull. I need to prove that invisibility can protect me.”

Simply hiding would not suffice. Unless I was able to demonstrate that I could escape if danger arose, those three would never grant their approval.

“If anyone enters the room, initiate withdrawal.”

“Acknowledged.”

And so began our game of hide-and-seek, making full use of the vast rooms for the first time.

“Oh? There you are,” Ikuto said mildly. “I see. Even if one cannot see you, one can still grasp you.”

I had been about to move from beside the fireplace in the Golden Chamber when Ikuto seized my shoulder and found me.

“How did you know?” I demanded. “You couldn’t see me, right? Then why did you look this way?”

“I felt your gaze,” Ikuto replied evenly. “Once I focused my attention, I caught the faint sound of footsteps and the rustle of clothing. Considering Your Highness’s height, your shoulder was exactly where I expected it to be.”

“So, you predicted my size and direction from the sound of my movement?” I muttered. “One more time! Let me confer with Sephira and try again!”

Taking off my shoes to silence my steps would miss the point.

I instructed Sephira on how to reflect and cancel sound. For footsteps, we had sufficient data—my weight and the hardness of the floor and soles—so the rest was adjustment.

“There, perhaps?” the Wearrel said at last. “I see. So in the end, you are merely invisible.”

This time, I had hidden in the Blue Chamber, yet the Wearrel found me before I even had the chance to move.

“You were using magic with your eyes closed, weren’t you?” I said, narrowing my gaze. “I felt a slight current of air. Don’t tell me you traced the lack of air flow to the spot where something that shouldn’t exist was blocking it?”

“Correct,” the Wearrel replied evenly. “By releasing the wind in three tiers, I covered even the gaps that would occur if you were crouching.”

He had used it like sonar, deducing that wherever the airflow failed to distribute evenly, something must be there.

“Hmm… simple reflection won’t be enough, then,” I muttered.

“The generation of magic is predictable.”

“But even if we cancel it out, the reaction concealing us will still differ from the surroundings…” I said, trailing off.

Returning to the Emerald Chamber to confer again, I lifted my head and found my gaze resting on the various flasks lining the shelves, each differing in shape and size.

“No, wait. They can tell something’s there. In that case, if you want to hide a tree, hide it in the forest. We’ll generate decoys.”

“Requesting specifics.”

After consulting with Sephira, I activated a spell that would cause wave-based detection, such as wind or water, to misidentify false presences. Much like canceling sound, it created the illusion of interference with the probing waves.

This time, the tactic proved effective. The Wearrel could no longer pinpoint us.

“Well, you’re certainly good at coming up with solutions,” Herkoff laughed. “There you are!”

Just as I slipped past the Wearrel and tried to make it into the Red Chamber, Herkoff swiftly grabbed me by the collar.

“Come on, that’s unfair. If sound and decoys don’t work, Herkoff’s sense of smell is practically cheating,” I protested.

“The truly extraordinary thing here is that Your Highness is invisible to begin with,” Herkoff replied as he set me back on my feet, his tone almost admonishing.

“Proposal: dispersal of an odorant to numb olfactory function is recommended,” Sephira suggested.

“I’d rather not attack someone’s nose directly,” I said. “Besides, I’m the one emitting the scent. If I move, he’ll notice.”

Deodorizing myself was pointless, and masking it with another scent had also failed. As Sephira suggested, I could target the sense of smell itself, but that would be no different from taking off my shoes just to silence my footsteps.

“Against a uniform method like the Wearrel’s, the decoys worked,” I said thoughtfully. “But Herkoff instinctively distinguishes a living scent… All right. This time, we’ll use magic.”

“You’re still going, Your Highness?” Herkoff groaned. “I’m starting to feel like I’m in danger here.”

“But you’re the only one left,” I replied lightly. “Don’t worry. I won’t let anything hurt you.”

Leaving Herkoff behind, I returned to the Emerald Chamber and revised Sephira’s spell formula. Even so, the day came to an end without me managing to outwit him.

Three days passed.

“I’ve got nothing. I surrender, Your Highness. Truly, I’m impressed,” Herkoff admitted at last.

At the sound of his voice, I revealed myself, unable to suppress a triumphant smile.

“Yes!” I exclaimed. “Still, it surprised me that you could tell which direction I was in even when I masked my scent. Ikuto can do it too, right?”

“Ah, that’s just experience and intuition,” Ikuto replied calmly. “You can tell when someone’s looking at you with intent.”

As we spoke, we made our way to the Blue Chamber, where the Wearrel and Ikuto greeted us with applause.

“To think you managed to confound a beastman’s nose,” the Wearrel said in admiration. “Your attempt to obscure the source of the scent with wind magic did not seem successful at first.”

“Yeah,” Herkoff added, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “But the disguises kept getting better and better.”

Ikuto nodded in satisfaction.

“Prince Arsha’s growth has been remarkable. Even the small footwork adjustments I suggested improved his attempts considerably.”

“You lot kept teaching him things for your own amusement. That’s why he improved so fast,” Herkoff grumbled.

As he said, the Wearrel had also instructed me on finer control of wind magic.

“Hey,” I said at last, looking between them. “Now can I go outside? I want to leave the palace—just once. I want to see the capital of the Empire for myself.”

The palace grounds were large enough to encompass an entire town, and I could live comfortably without ever stepping outside them. But even without necessity, the urge to sightsee welled up inside me. Perhaps it was the lingering curiosity of someone who had once been Japanese in a previous life.

The moment I voiced my wish, each of my retainers fell silent, their expressions turning grave as they pondered it.

“Outside… outside, huh,” Herkoff muttered slowly. “Now that I think about it, in the five years since His Majesty’s accession, he hasn’t gone to the summer retreat or the winter palace even once.”

The unfamiliar terms caught my attention, but there was no reason an emperor wouldn’t own at least one or two villas.

“There are no entries in the last six years ago,” Sephira reported flatly, her orb of light flickering.

“Hey, Sephira,” I scolded at once. “You’re not supposed to read other people’s diaries without permission.”

“They were concealed under falsified covers.”

“That makes it even worse,” I shot back. “If something’s hidden, that’s exactly what you’re not supposed to read. Besides, six years ago the previous emperor was bedridden, so of course there wouldn’t be any entries.”

No one relocates a gravely ill man for a holiday.

As our exchange continued, the Wearrel cleared his throat and joined in.

“As you said, there were no such excursions while the previous emperor’s condition was failing,” he explained. “However, about ten years ago, there were annual processions so magnificent they were likened to moving the palace itself. There weregrand lines of carriages entering and leaving the capital.”

“There were diplomatic engagements and provincial inspections,” Ikuto added. “The officials and necessary facilities would travel together with the emperor.”

From the way he phrased it, he likely had not witnessed it himself.

A procession… Was it something like sankin-kōtai, which required feudal lords to live in the capital for part of the year, away from their own domaines? That had been as much about displaying authority as it had about logistics.

But Father’s authority as emperor was still fragile, and for the past five years he had focused entirely on consolidating it. Perhaps he had judged it more important to strengthen internal stability than to present a favorable image abroad.

“Umm, Your Highness?” Herkoff interjected awkwardly. “You’re probably thinking about complicated political reasons, but that’s not it. The issue’s more… emotional.”

He clearly found it difficult to say, but I wasn’t that naive.

“Could it be that there were plans to leave me behind, and His Majesty became angry about it?” I ventured slowly.

All three of them nodded in unison.

“The winter villa lies east of the Imperial Capital, and the summer retreat to the west,” the Wearrel explained evenly. “In either direction, key territories are controlled by ducal houses. Their intentions cannot be disregarded.”

What he meant was clear enough—the ducal houses had no desire to create a precedent that acknowledged me formally as an imperial prince.

I already knew that Duke Lukaios, the Empress’s father, disliked me, and that Duke Euryasion felt much the same.

“Am I really that hated?” I muttered.

“It is always the people who indulge in unfounded suspicion,” Ikuto replied with a pleasant smile that did not soften the barb.

The one who most often indulged in such suspicions was Ikuto’s own superior, Marquis Strateg. He still cast a wary eye on my correspondence with Princess Diora of the Kingdom of Lukiusalia, even though we were simply maintaining a friendly exchange.

Recently, Diora had sent me a portrait of herself, but it had been confiscated by Marquis Strateg before I could even see it. It was something about how I must not allow the now beautifully grown princess to fall in love with me.

Even Revan, who cherished his superior, had scolded me over it. He knew perfectly well I had never asked for a portrait, yet he had entangled me in the matter all the same.

Does a woman sending her portrait carry some special meaning?

“Well, if it means leaving Your Highness behind, then His Majesty’s answer has been not to go on vacation at all,” Herkoff said with a shrug. “Thanks to that, your younger brothers have never left the capital either.”

“Oh. That’s a shame,” I replied at once. “If it’s because of me, I don’t mind. I’d rather they go.”

Herkoff gave me a look of disbelief.

“It’s better to have happy memories, isn’t it?” I continued quietly. “Someday, I want to see the world on my own two feet. I don’t need grand adventures like Ikuto’s tales. But I think it’s a problem not to know anything about the world one is living in. So, I would be content with just a brief look at the capital. Would that really be so impossible?”

The three exchanged glances. I pressed on.

“Wearrel, you’re always saying everything is a matter of study, aren’t you? I think seeing things firsthand matters too. Ikuto, it can be for only a short while. I promise I won’t do anything dangerous. Herkoff, unless I speak directly to the man selling the alcohol, I doubt we can fend off further requests for increased production.”

In response to my earnest appeal, they finally showed signs of seriously consideration.

“The Imperial Capital is far larger than it appears on a map, Prince Arsha,” the Wearrel cautioned. “Security within the palace is exceptionally good compared to outside.”

“There are places, even in the capital, where an eight-year-old walking alone could be easily abducted,” Ikuto added coolly. “Of course, it would be difficult to assault someone who cannot be seen.”

“I’ve personally experienced that I’m not exactly defenseless,” Herkoff said with a low grunt. “But with crowds of people and tall buildings, there are plenty of blind spots. There are dangers, Your Highness.”

Each of them spoke of risks, yet the fact that they had failed to track me under my optical camouflage seemed to weigh in my favor.

“Even so, there will come a time when I can’t keep avoiding danger,” I said steadily. “If that’s the case, I think it’s better to grow accustomed to it while I can.”

When they saw that I would not back down, they exchanged glances and exhaled.

“Fine. In that case, I’m the right man for the job,” Herkoff muttered.

“That would be best. We cannot be using magic openly in the streets,” Ikuto agreed.

“I reside in the barracks and rarely approach the city proper, so I am unfamiliar with it,” the Wearrel admitted, stepping aside.

With the Wearrel and Ikuto withdrawing, this seemed as good as consent. The moment my face broke into a smile, Sephira brightened.

“I wish to observe a lake,” Sephira stated matter-of-factly, her glow intensifying slightly.

“Ah, you’re coming too?” Herkoff groaned, glaring at the intensifying glow. “Just don’t talk outside, all right? I wouldn’t know what excuse to give.”

He bared his teeth as he grimaced, likely only because of her brightness, but it lent him a fearsome look nonetheless.

And just like that, Sephira Sephiroth casually incorporated her own request into the plan.

※※※



“Listen carefully,” Herkoff instructed. “The main gate is opened only for ceremonies or when His Majesty uses it. We’ll take a lesser-used gate instead.”

At present, I was walking beside Herkoff along the first floor of the western wing, my form concealed by Sephira’s optical camouflage. The brown-veined marble flooring and columns gleamed with the opulence of a luxury hotel. This was the front entrance of the western wing. Though I had lived here since I was three, the only time I had passed through it was the day I first arrived.

“The building directly ahead once we exit is the Assembly Hall. You can see it even from the Emerald Chamber,” Herkoff explained quietly. “To the left is the palace forecourt. If you stand in the forecourt with the palace at your back and go straight ahead, you’ll reach the main gate.”

Having finished his explanation, he gave me a subtle signal. From this point on, he would not address me aloud.

We stepped out of the western wing from the front of the building. The sky was already nearing dusk. There was no one in sight, and when I glanced back over my shoulder, the western wing stood silent, as though proclaiming its emptiness.

The gate we were heading toward on the western side also served as a carriage road. However, since the palace stood on elevated ground, reaching the Imperial Capital required descending a winding slope. Carriages rattled unpleasantly along it, and walking down was strenuous, so it was said to be unpopular.

The moment we passed through the gate and out of the guards’ line of sight, Herkoff covered his face with one hand. When I looked up at him, even his bear ears drooped.

“You really pulled it off,” Herkoff muttered. “The palace is supposed to be difficult to infiltrate even with magic.”

“We weren’t detected,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “Maybe they’re only screening for harmful spells or specific dangerous signatures.”

The gate guards had not noticed me at all. They had still inspected Herkoff’s belongings, so it wasn’t negligence on their part.

As we spoke, we continued down the winding path. Then, through a break in the trees, the Imperial Capital came into view. The lake, illuminated by the sinking sun, spread out like a harbor town facing the sea.

“Wow, it’s huge! Are lakes really that wide?” I breathed.

“Such an enthusiastic reaction,” Herkoff said with a grin. “Like I told you, the capital’s vast, so we’ll be limiting where we go.”

He had already warned me there would be no detours, and since evening was falling, that was only reasonable. The cityscape stretched as far as the eye could see. There was no way to cover it all in a single day.

Since the Empire had never relocated its capital, the city had simply continued expanding. Perhaps that was why it had grown immensely.

“If that’s the case, I’ll want to come out regularly. And if so, we absolutely can’t let it be discovered that I’m slipping out like this.”

“This trial has demonstrated feasibility. No significant concerns are detected,” Sephira responded directly in my mind as we walked.

“We shouldn’t be too optimistic. This time the gate guards were human. If they were beastmen, some might have keen noses, others sharp hearing and heightened tactile senses. And among the dragonkin, there may be those who can detect temperature.”

I had never seen a dragonkin myself, but according to the books, some possessed a kind of clairvoyance that allowed them to perceive what could not be seen.

“Like a snake’s pit organ…”

“Clarify.” Sephira prompted at once.

“Speak in full sentences. Snakes can detect prey by body heat. If a dragonkin possessed that ability, it wouldn’t matter if I couldn’t be seen, heard, or smelled.”

Sephira’s interest flared sharply, but countermeasures could wait. For now, I wanted to devote myself entirely to the unknown unfolding before me.

“So this is a lake?” I breathed in wonder. “I knew it would be vast from above, but this is incredible!”

“Haha, it’s your first time seeing one, so of course you’d be surprised, Your Highness,” Herkoff replied with a chuckle. “Even in my homeland, we didn’t have a lake this large.”

I pushed back the hood I had pulled low over my face. With mountains and the lake nearby, the area around the capital rarely exceeded thirty degrees even in midsummer. Cloaks were common as light protection against the chill, so my hooded attire, which concealed my face, raised no suspicion at all.

“Initiating scan… complete. No individuals displaying particular interest in the restless master were detected.”

At Sephira’s unnecessary comment, Herkoff sputtered, nearly spraying spit as he coughed. He clapped a hand to one ear, his eyes widening in alarm.

Judging from his reaction, Sephira must have addressed him as well. I had grown accustomed to her sudden intrusions into my thoughts, but from Herkoff’s perspective, it must have been as if someone had abruptly declared, “I am speaking directly into your mind.”

“Since becoming Sephiroth, her existing functions have improved too,” I explained casually. “Before, she could only engage in mental dialogue with one person at a time. Now she can do it with two simultaneously. It doesn’t seem dangerous.”

“That’s supposed to be my job,” Herkoff muttered, still looking unsettled. “Well… I guess I can think of it as having a reliable lookout.”

Leaving Herkoff’s confusion aside, I turned my gaze back to the lake, taking in the unfamiliar sight with unrestrained fascination.

In my previous life, I had seen lakes only in images, but this stretched far beyond the scale of Lake Biwa in Japan. Even looking left and right from the overlook where we stood, I couldn’t see the far shore.

And to the right, there was something that stirred my curiosity even more—stately ships lined up with their sails furled.

“That’s the commercial district,” Herkoff explained, noticing where I was looking. “They use the river to transport goods into the capital.”

At this hour, with dusk settling in, lights were already flickering to life near the harbor. Some shops seemed to only open at this time of day; I could see figures throwing open windows and doors.

“Are there taverns over there, by any chance?” I asked.

“There are commoners’ taverns in that area,” Herkoff replied. “But it’s not the sort of place Your Highness should visit.”

“That’s not what I meant. With that many lights on… Isn’t oil expensive?”

“Refined oil used by nobles is,” Herkoff said. “Cheap stuff smokes and reeks, and the worst kind is practically just animal fat with a wick stuck in it.”

“Seriously?” I echoed in disbelief, staring back at Herkoff.

“But there’s equipment sometimes sold off from old houses at a high price, something called a small thunder lamp. Feed it a little mana, and it lights up without fire. It’s quite convenient. The lights over there are probably those.”

Items from old houses were resold when buildings were dismantled. At the same time, no one seemed to understand how the small thunder lamps worked. Their design was plain and sturdy. They were meant for commoners, so they weren’t found in the palace and apparently couldn’t be reproduced.

Herkoff added that important people deliberately consumed firewood and oil, using open flame as a display of authority. But I found myself studying the glow he claimed came from the small thunder lamps.

The light didn’t flicker like a flame, nor did it burn red. It was visibly different.

“Could it be… electricity?” I murmured.

“Wait— Are you saying those small thunder lamps are…?” Herkoff began.

“I think they’re alchemical,” I said thoughtfully. “I’ll show you an experiment generating electricity tomorrow. It’ll probably produce a similar kind of light. But… could this be another lost technology?”

If it was still useful, it should have survived.

“Sephira, why would a technology still in use end up lost?”

“It is presumed that after initial dissemination, no new demand was cultivated.”

If something had been built sturdy enough to last and continued functioning, then without fresh demand the creators might have never passed on the craft. Even if population growth later created need, those capable of producing it would already have vanished. And if few people even knew it had been alchemy to begin with, it would only fade further into obscurity.

There might still be alchemists capable of reproducing it, but if people had forgotten how it was made, they would not even know whom to seek. So instead, they simply recycled old units and continued using them.

“Harsh,” I murmured, gazing at the lake dyed in the colors of dusk.

“Still, having small thunder lamps in commoners’ hands is something you’ll only see in the capital,” Herkoff said. “In large towns, maybe. But in villages, it’s cheaper to go to sleep at sundown than to burn oil for light.”

“So there’s a gap in living standards,” I observed.

From what I had seen, the capital felt almost early modern in character. Could there really be such disparity within the same cultural sphere?

No. In my previous life, there had been impoverished nations as well, and in vast countries the divide between urban centers and rural regions could span a century in development.

“Search. Search. Search.”

Left unattended, Sephira seemed to be enjoying herself scanning the lake. The ability was meant for reading books without opening them; apparently, she could also use it to investigate without entering the water.

“Anomalous waveform detected.”

She pointed out something amiss, though the lake itself appeared unchanged.

“Herkoff, do you see anything unusual? Sephira says she’s detected an anomaly in the lake.”

“What are you having her do?” Herkoff muttered. “It’s getting dark, so… Hm? Is that a monster?”

His tone shifted into something tense. Straining my eyes, I caught sight of movement among the waves—something unnatural.

“Is that… a dorsal fin?” I asked under my breath, squinting toward the disturbance in the water.

“Step back. It’s a monster,” Herkoff ordered sharply.

He moved to shield me behind him, reaching over his shoulder to draw the sword strapped to his back.

Apparently, he was following a rule that existed within the Imperial Capital. Anyone other than authorized soldiers were forbidden from carrying a sword in such a way that allowed it to be drawn immediately. The proper etiquette was to bind the hilt and scabbard so the blade would not fall even if inverted, then wear it across one’s back.

“So fast…” I breathed.

Though the sword had been secured to prevent drawing it quickly, Herkoff untied the cord binding the hilt and sheath within a single breath. In the next instant, the blade was already free.

“Run! The monster’s heading your way!” someone shouted from beyond the dorsal-finned creature.

Looking closer, I saw a group rowing a small boat frantically behind the monster. The sunset glinted off the metal they held, making them look like armed hunters.

“Tch. What kind of hunters are they?” Herkoff muttered.

At that very moment, the dorsal-finned monster burst fully from the water. It was a sharp-faced fish with an enormous fin, larger than even the broad-shouldered Herkoff.

“A marlin?!” I blurted.

It looked exactly like a marlin as it leapt toward us in a spray of water. And the unnatural way the water clung and surged with it had to be the work of magic.

I knew monsters could wield a single elemental attribute of magic—that was what distinguished them from mere beasts—but still!

Wait! Aren’t marlins saltwater fish?!

“Hmph!” Herkoff exhaled sharply.

In contrast to my frozen shock, he stepped forward calmly and swung his sword.

The motion was almost brutish, resembling a downward smash, but the force was tremendous. With a single stroke, the marlin was slammed onto the overlook. That alone was enough; the monster neither thrashed nor rose again.

“W-What did you just do?” I asked, staring.

“Hah,” Herkoff snorted proudly. “My clan hunts and eats fish-type monsters. Taking out something like this is child’s play. A salmon worked into a frenzy during spawning season is far more troublesome.”

Salmon! A bear hunting salmon! I really wanted to see that! And wait— Did that mean marlin were freshwater fish here?

Perhaps my confusion showed on my face, because Herkoff scratched one ear, looking faintly embarrassed.

“I’ve been away from my homeland too long, and I’m well past forty. I’ve become a little… dull,” Herkoff muttered under his breath.

“S-Sorry!” one of the hunters called out.

While Herkoff was still speaking, the hunters scrambled ashore in a panic.

“Hey! You sack of incompetent hunters!” Herkoff barked.

Faced with a beastman—especially one with the face of a fierce bear—the young hunters all flinched, shoulders jerking upward. From the look of them, they were still in their teens.

From my perspective, the courage required to make a living hunting monsters was impressive in itself. So I tugged lightly at Herkoff’s sleeve and made a small request.

“I’ve already seen how cool you are, so could you not be too hard on them?” I asked quietly.

“Th-That’s a bit…” he grumbled. “Ah, fine. It can’t be helped.”

With a low growl, Herkoff relaxed his expression, abandoning his intimidating glare.

As it turned out, this was their first job as a team that had been formed entirely of young hunters who had just left their parents’ homes. They had struggled to locate their target, and by the time they finally did, the sun had begun to set, making it difficult to aim properly.

“So you chased it, got too close to shore, and ended up driving it toward us,” I summarized. “It’s dangerous work to begin with, and none of you are used to it yet. That’s a lot to handle at your age.”

The hunters bowed repeatedly in apology, hoisting the marlin onto their shoulders before seeing us off.

“You’re younger than any of them, Your Highness, and working against far more difficult circumstances,” Herkoff remarked. “Well, it’s not all danger. When they’re young, the guild mostly lets them gain experience. They’ll have them run deliveries or gather materials on foot.”

“You know quite a bit, Herkoff,” I said. “Ikuto used to be a hunter. Did you ever do it yourself?”

“No, no. When it comes to monster subjugations that require national deployment, information usually comes from hunters first. The sharp ones notice the signs early. I just kept up contact with some of them to make communication smoother.”

Being a soldier sounded difficult as well. Father, too, had enlisted for experience when he had still been the third son of a count. I wondered if he had ever hunted monsters himself. I would have to ask him the next time we met.

There were monsters in this world, but the people here united against them rather than fighting among themselves. Perhaps that was why the Empire had endured so long. From the way they spoke of it, monsters were treated like natural disasters that appeared somewhere every year.

“Now then, let’s walk a bit,” Herkoff said.

We boarded a shared carriage from the lakeside. There were no other passengers, and by the time we disembarked, darkness had already begun to settle over the area.

The street ahead was sparsely populated. Many shops had already closed for the day, their front doors shut tight.

“I haven’t heard of any wars,” I said as we walked. “Does the military mostly deal with monsters?”

“Only a few times a year,” Herkoff replied. “Most of the time, they train in preparation for emergencies. It’s not like there are never conflicts with other nations, though. Border disputes, small skirmishes over water rights—that sort of thing.”

“So it rarely escalates beyond minor clashes?” I asked, glancing over at Herkoff.

“Well, when a city or country petitions the Empire for arbitration, the strongest military force in the region mobilizes,” he explained. “Once the Empire steps in, everyone calms down to negotiate better terms for peace.”

Noticing my expression, he offered clarification. I still found it difficult to read much from his bear-like face.

In any case, if the Empire made a move, it meant every surrounding nation would become an enemy at once.

“Yeah… I guess I’m not suited to being the one responsible for peace after all,” I said lightly.

“Your Highness…” Herkoff murmured.

“I’m just happy to be walking around outside like this,” I added. “I want this kind of peace to continue.”

Herkoff’s voice had carried a note of pity, so I made sure he understood I wasn’t burdened by the admission.

In truth, if I became Emperor, few would stand with me. The ducal houses would turn away, and if all I could manage was domestic consolidation, neighboring countries might see it as weakness, undermining any deterrence we could muster. That was all I meant.

“By the way, is it really all right to go at this hour?” I asked, changing the subject.

After all, one of today’s objectives was the liquor shop.

“That’s fine,” Herkoff answered. “It’s usually around this time when I stop by.”

“Right. It makes sense,” I said with a small nod.

Our destination was the shop that sold the makeshift cocktails distilled from wine—my product. It was also where Herkoff sourced the alcohol I used. The owner was eager for increased production and clearly had the skill to spread it as far as the palace within a short period, despite the limited stock.

Guided by Herkoff, we circled around to the back of the shop. The road there was wide, clearly meant for passing carts. He pushed open one side of a large, semi-circular double door, like those found in warehouses, and stepped inside.

“Hey! Anyone there? Molly!” Herkoff called out.

Lights were on, but no one was within sight. As if thoroughly familiar with the place, Herkoff headed further in.

I found myself staring with keen interest at the barrels and wooden crates lined up around us. They were arranged on large wooden shelves, probably hoisted up and down with ropes and planks. There must have been pulleys capable of lifting quite heavy loads, even if operated by manpower alone.

“Hey, Your High— Er, well, anyway, don’t wander off,” Herkoff said, stumbling over how to address me. Personally, I didn’t mind if he just used my name.

“Hey, you’re here. At least answer when I call,” he added as he moved deeper inside.

“Ah, Helly! Please, increase production!”

A woman with prominent fangs launched herself at Herkoff the moment she saw him. No— She was clinging to him? Begging him?

She appeared to have dragonkin blood; though her face was largely human, scales shimmered faintly across her skin.

“Cut it out. Don’t cling to me,” Herkoff grumbled. “I told you it’s impossible.”

“It’ll sell! No— I’ll sell it! I’m not talking about doubling it! I could move ten times, a hundred times the amount! So please! Increase the supply!” she insisted desperately.

“That’s what I’m saying. It’s impossible! Calm down already!” Herkoff snapped.

Her clawed hands gripped him firmly. Herkoff had claws of his own, so his clothing was reinforced accordingly, and his fur prevented them from piercing through.

But to me, nothing more than a smooth-skinned human, it looked like a rather terrifying grapple. And the woman called Molly was clearly beside herself, leaving Herkoff at a loss.

“E-Excuse me! It’s nice to meet you!” I called out, mustering my courage.

Molly’s orange eyes widened in surprise.

Her pupils were slit vertically.

“Oh my, my. What’s this? And who might you be, little one? Wait… Huh? Don’t tell me you’re Helly’s—!”

“Wrong!” Herkoff barked immediately. “If anyone got that idea, his father would resent me to hell and back!”

He denied it with all his might, while casually speaking disrespectfully of His Majesty. As a cover story, though, I supposed it worked.

Molly seemed to regain her composure, taking in both my presence and Herkoff’s vehement rejection.

“Well then, if someone greets you, you should return the greeting,” she said, smoothing back her disheveled white hair. “Nice to meet you. I’m Moriyam. I’ve got dragonkin and sea folk blood. Call me Molly. Helly and I get along because we share the same taste in alcohol. And you are?”

Once she settled down a little, she gave off the air of a capable businesswoman who was perhaps in her thirties. Her claws, fangs, and slit pupils lent her a carnivorous edge, yet overall, she seemed intelligent and composed.

I didn’t know where she and Herkoff had met, but they were familiar enough to know each other’s profession.

“I came along with Herkoff. He’s an acquaintance of my father,” I said carefully. “My name is Dinker.”

Molly shot Herkoff a suspicious look as he tried to suppress a grin.

“You’re quite well-spoken for someone so small,” she remarked. “Helly, don’t think bringing along a cute child will make me stand down in negotiations.”

“I told you, that’s not it. Just listen first,” Herkoff replied, sounding exasperated. Molly was still clutching his arm. I hadn’t expected things to escalate this far either.

“Herkoff, I’ll explain,” I said.

And with that, I lifted back my hood.

“Oh? Are you buying alcohol as a gift for your father?” Molly asked lightly.

“That’s not a bad idea,” I admitted. “But I’m not confident I could come up with an excuse for how I obtained it, so maybe next time.”

“I see… Helly, just what kind of young master have you brought me?” Molly asked, narrowing her eyes.

How had she already figured out from that exchange alone that I came from an upper-class background?

“He’s the child of a former colleague of mine,” Herkoff said evenly. “They leaned on me for a little help. I didn’t force anything.”

“I apologize for intruding on your work,” I said politely. “But I would appreciate a little of your time.”

“Oh my, he’s quite refined for someone brought along by Helly,” Molly remarked. “Was he raised well by his mother?”

“Thanks to a tutor and a wet nurse,” I replied.

“My, he really is a young gentleman…” Molly murmured, studying me with renewed interest.

Oh, of course. Private tutors weren’t common in ordinary households. One needed money to hire them.

And for that matter, the idea of gifting alcohol to one’s father was unique too. Just understanding the notion of presentation bottles and high quality alcohol specially prepared as a gift revealed a lot about one’s lifestyle. If this conversation continued, I might expose myself far too much. I didn’t have much time left, so it was better to be direct.

“Please take a look at this.” I said, holding out the piece of paper to her.

I handed her the note I had brought. Molly’s pleasant smile froze as she read it.

“I made that,” I explained. “I’ve improved the aroma and mouthfeel of the liquor you’re currently selling.”

“Hey, come back to reality,” Herkoff said, thumping her shoulder with a broad bear’s paw. “This is the answer to why I kept telling you we couldn’t increase production.”

Molly lifted her head from the paper with the creaking stiffness of a rusted door.

“You made this… Dinker?” Molly asked slowly.

“Yes,” I replied. “I don’t understand alcohol’s taste myself, so I asked Herkoff to handle the sales side. He’s only been helping me secure funds, so asking him to increase production won’t change anything.”

“Let me add something,” Herkoff cut in. “His— Dinker’s got family circumstances. His father remarried and had another son. His mother’s already passed away, and the new wife’s family holds all the power.”

“So you’re preparing funds in advance because you’re expecting to be cast out eventually? At your age?” Molly said bluntly. “Ah, I see. Power lies with the remarried wife’s family. Easier for the adults to abandon a child if it benefits them.”

Herkoff’s explanation had already been unnecessarily blunt, but Molly’s phrasing was even more merciless. She placed a hand on her hip, her expression turning somber.

Was she focusing on the fact that I was a child? No, whether it was sympathy or not, I needed to seize control of the conversation.

“So here’s my proposal,” I began evenly. “I want to secure funds, but I can’t continue producing alcohol while keeping it secret from my family at a greater scale. And you said yourself that even a hundred times the current volume would sell.”

At my words, Molly’s expression shifted gradually.

“You’re the one supplying the base liquor,” I continued. “Which means you have the capital to prepare a hundredfold increase. I have the ideas, and you have the drive to move the product.”

She was no longer looking at me like a pitiful child who had been abandoned by his parents. Her gaze had turned calculating—cool, appraising, the eyes of someone evaluating a business partner.

“All that’s needed to produce it is space and equipment,” I said steadily. “You scale up the machinery and establish mass production. Then increased output becomes possible, just as you want. In return, I receive compensation for my ideas. It’s not an unreasonable arrangement, is it?”

“That only becomes a good deal if it succeeds,” Molly replied sharply. “First, you’re suggesting scaling up equipment capable of producing alcohol of that purity? In other words, creating something that doesn’t currently exist. Do you understand how much money and time that would require?”

“If it can be done within a year, I’d say your skill as a merchant would be beyond doubt,” I said calmly.

“Do you know the competitive streak dragonkin possess?” Molly shot back. “Unfortunately for you, I’m a merchant before anything else. I won’t waste money just because you provoked me.”

Brushing back her hair, Molly continued, laying out her concerns.

“The reason it’s selling now is because the product already exists and is circulating,” Molly said coolly. “It’s becoming a trend. Give it a year and that momentum will expire. Inferior imitations will flood the market, and even if you achieve mass production by then, it won’t sell.”

She went on, listing additional problems.

“To create equipment that doesn’t yet exist, we’d have to properly verify that it functions,” Molly said firmly. “A year wouldn’t be long enough for that. We’d have to start by finding craftsmen capable of building it.”

“That’s true,” I agreed calmly. “I have no connections to craftsmen, so relying entirely on you for that would be unbalanced. And even if, by good fortune, we reached a point where the equipment operated without issue, the manpower and location for production would again depend solely on you.”

“Exactly,” Molly replied. “If it fails, the debt falls entirely on me. There’s nothing appealing about that kind of deal.”

I understood how many problems there were. But it was Molly herself who had made me believe it could be done despite them.

“I don’t know your method, but it’s small-scale, isn’t it?” Molly continued. “It would be far more realistic to simply gather more people and use the existing method. So why start from scratch? Is it because you’d earn more in idea fees that way?”

“That’s part of it,” I admitted. “And it’s also for my future efforts to secure funds.”

“How honest,” Molly said lightly. “As long as you can calculate profit and loss, that’s fine. But that’s not the only reason, is it?”

“No,” I said. “It’s also out of consideration for your image.”

Molly looked puzzled. Beside her, Herkoff seemed to realize something at last.

“What does he mean, Helly?” Molly asked.

“Ah… well. Once you know how it’s made, you might not like it,” Herkoff muttered evasively.

Since he refused to elaborate, Molly turned her gaze back to me, demanding an answer.

“The truth is, the alcohol is made using alchemy,” I said plainly.

“What?” Molly blinked, staring at me in disbelief.

“It’s produced using alchemy—the very discipline that’s seen as fraud and deception and surrounded by grandiose claims,” I said evenly.

The moment I repeated the truth clearly, Molly clutched her head.

“Wait a minute. That alcohol… Is it poison?”

“Oh, so that’s where your mind went?” I blinked.

“Hey, Your— Dinker,” Herkoff cut in quickly. “Explain yourself properly. And Molly, don’t jump to extreme conclusions. There are medicinal liquors made using alchemy, you know.”

Molly peered up at his bear-like face through her white hair.

“Medicinal liquor? You mean that foul-smelling, awful-tasting stuff… with herbs in it…”

She trailed off, glancing down at the paper I had handed her, as if something had clicked.

“Yes,” I confirmed. “My process follows the procedure for increasing the alcohol purity required for alchemy and then adjusts the aroma and flavor.”

Molly looked back and forth between the paper and me, then smacked her own forehead once.

“Captain Herkoff, just what sort of ideas have you been putting in his head?” Molly asked flatly.

“The scary part is that this is just Dinker being himself,” Herkoff replied with a shrug. “That’s why he doesn’t force himself to stay cooped up at home, and why, at this age, he’s already figured out he can’t rely on adults and started raising money on his own.”

That was a pretty harsh way to put it.

“I don’t particularly dislike my current situation,” I said evenly. “No one scolds me for making alchemy my hobby.”

“That’s because you were neglected,” Herkoff shot back. “You only call it a hobby because you realized no one would interfere if you did.”

Casting Herkoff a sidelong glance at his tendency to overread into everything, I turned back to Molly and resumed our business discussion.

“If you can build a facility as a new technological venture,” I said calmly, continuing my proposal, “then alchemy’s reputation becomes irrelevant, and the issue shifts to the recipe itself. A superior recipe already exists, and you are the one who first received it. In that case, you release the genuine product under an entirely new recipe. That’s where you begin building a new brand. Depending on the situation, you may have to accept that what’s selling now was merely advertising.”

Mass production from the outset was unrealistic; this was the conclusion I had reached. Announcing a better product, establishing a new brand, and starting over from the beginning—this approach would be far less likely to collapse.

What mattered was whether Molly’s shop had the stamina to see it through and whether she had the courage to step into a new line of business.

That was precisely why I did not expect a proposal to build a factory for increased production to be agreed upon in a single day.

“I had only intended to briefly introduce my idea, but I ended up staying longer than planned,” I said. “I slipped out to come here, so I should be heading back.”

Even in my previous life, business negotiations only began to make progress after trust was established.

First, I would be upfront about it being alchemy and make sure they understood the disadvantage of starting off with a poor impression. If, even then, she possessed the resolve to sell a hundred times more, then Molly would hear me out again.

“Please keep that paper as a token of our acquaintanceship,” I added. “You’re free to make it according to the recipe, but it assumes the use of alcohol produced using alchemy. If there are too many impurities, it will taste worse accordingly. Do keep that in mind.”

I signaled to Herkoff with my eyes. Just as we were about to leave the warehouse, Molly let out an enormous sigh behind us. When I turned around, she was pressing a hand to her forehead, her white hair in disarray.

“How frightening,” Molly muttered. “You’re not even ten yet, I believe. Considering your age, that makes it all the more terrifying.”

“Right?” Herkoff agreed for some reason.

“You wouldn’t casually leave behind an improved version of a product you’re selling,” Molly said coolly. “If I thought Dinker was just a child, I’d call it carelessness or naïveté. But judging from what you’ve said and done, that’s not the case.”

Her vertically slit pupils fixed squarely on me.

“You already have multiple ideas—enough that parting with this one doesn’t bother you, isn’t that right? You possibly even possess something you believe would sell better than this.”

It seemed she had seen straight through me. I truly had intended it as nothing more than a token gesture of our meeting, but what she said wasn’t wrong either.

“Yes,” I admitted. “That one uses only easily obtainable ingredients. By using rarer materials, or items already favored as luxuries, I believe we can create brand value and distinctiveness.”

Even in my previous life, cocktails had come in endless varieties. Liqueurs had been invented in equal abundance; ideas did not run dry so easily.

I had never imagined that my solitary weekend drinking routine would prove useful in a place like this.

Sweeteners and flavorings, especially, had fallen squarely within the realm of science back then. In this world, that same domain belonged to alchemy.

“Very well. Yes. This is an investment,” Molly declared decisively. “If I don’t secure this here and now, then someday someone else will buy your ideas and make a fortune.”

“I’d prefer you believe that I could bring my own ideas to fruition,” I replied with a faint smile.

“That’s even more frightening,” Herkoff muttered, his gaze drifting into the distance after I spoke a little boldly.

“More importantly, this alcohol produced using alchemy, isn’t that the key?” Molly continued, her eyes blazing as she stared down at the paper. “If I back your proposal and manage to mass-produce this alcohol, the first person to do so will be the one who holds the wealth.”

Her eyes brimmed with ambition as she scrutinized the page with such intensity her eyes were in danger of setting it alight.

“Very well! I’m in. I’ll make the investment!”

“Thank you very much!” I answered.

It was an unexpectedly swift decision. Honestly, the venture was still neither fish nor fowl, and I hadn’t expected her to be quite so bold. I had planned to take my time convincing her, but Molly’s decisiveness far exceeded my expectations.

“And this idea that surpasses the improved version—” Molly began, leaning forward with undisguised anticipation.

“Wait, wait!” Herkoff cut in sharply.

He stopped Molly, whose eyes were gleaming with expectation. When I looked at him in confusion, he shook his head.

“Y— Dinker, don’t forget you snuck out,” Herkoff reminded me urgently, lowering his voice.

“Ah, right,” I replied, straightening at once.

That was true—I still had to return to the palace. We were using Herkoff’s “forgotten item” as an excuse, so if we stayed too long, we might be told to come back another day.

And if I failed to keep time on the very first day, my attendants would surely object even more strongly next time. It was enough that I had confirmed Molly’s interest.

“Molly, may we continue this another day?” I asked, tempering her momentum.

“Of course. That’s right, you’re still a child,” Molly said lightly. “So when next? Herkoff, when?”

“Do something about that impatience of yours,” Herkoff said with exasperation.

I had taken it for decisiveness, but it seemed it was simply her temperament.

“This is the first time he’s slipped out,” Herkoff replied. “We’ll monitor things for a few days. If no one notices, then we’ll come again.”

“How cautious!” Molly observed, arching a brow.

“There are circumstances at play,” Herkoff replied curtly.

I had expected Molly to press further, but she withdrew without probing.

“Very well. If you’re keeping it that tightly under wraps, then knowing would only become troublesome later. What matters to me is whether Dinker’s ideas are genuine.”

“We can only prepare the alcohol ourselves, so next time I’ll bring the materials and make it in front of you. And I’ll also bring a proposal based on luxury goods.”

“I told you—save the deep discussion for next time,” Herkoff interjected again, stopping Molly just as she leaned forward eagerly.

Apparently, once Molly and I fixed our sights on a goal, we both had a tendency to push ahead relentlessly. I made a mental note to be careful.
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“Oh… Ohhh! If we sell this off, it’s certain to bring us wealth!”

“This is— this is…! No, wait. We should limit the quantity and see how high the price climbs!”

“My word, what in the— What even is this? In any case, we must conceal the method of production, or it will never yield riches!”

In the dim, sparsely populated depths of the warehouse, the older men let out rumbling groans of awe.

It wasn’t a suspicious gathering.

It was merely a tasting session.

“As I mentioned earlier, we do not yet have a system in place for mass production,” Molly declared as she stepped forward to explain, while I remained hidden. “However, this will sell—I am certain of it. That is precisely why we must first establish a structure that ensures it sells reliably before releasing it.”

We were in the backyard accessible through the warehouse of Molly’s shop, and I kept out of sight as she spoke. Since Herkoff couldn’t very well leave me alone, he’d ended up watching this rather dubious presentation alongside me.

Molly laid out her vision for selling the liquor and had organized a tasting to gather investors.

“I see. We couldn’t distribute the previous batch as we liked because the quantity was so limited.”

“So that’s the lesson learned, hm. Still, once it becomes widely available, won’t our advantage diminish?”

“Even so, putting everything in place will require a fair amount of time and money.”

The potential investors Molly had selected were wealthy men with discerning palates— a baron who had struck it rich through trade, the son of a count’s house with deep coffers, and a man who held the rank of baron in the Empire but was a count in his country of birth.

Apparently, they were also the ones who had purchased the alcohol Herkoff first brought in. Molly had tried raising the price as a test; they had paid a hefty sum without complaint and then persistently demanded more to sell. With such generous patrons—customers, rather—she had clung to Herkoff begging for more.

“Oh, that was merely the beginning. Now then, this here is more refined in quality and flavor, crafted with particular care given to its ingredients—”

“I’ll take it!”

“How much?”

“I won’t spare any expense!”

They responded fast, far too fast.

The moment Molly began to present the high-end liquor, the three men cut in over one another to claim it. And as soon as I had experimented with producing a premium version, Molly had immediately moved to gather investors like this.

Weren’t they all a bit too impatient?

Still, I felt I had begun to vaguely understand why alchemy had fallen into decline over the course of several centuries in this world.

As the liquor-loving man had said earlier, any special technique was hoarded. And once it was exposed, inferior imitations would circulate; once it spread, people would dismiss it as nothing remarkable, and it would fade away, alchemy itself included.

That, apparently, was why distilled spirits were unknown—or rather, forgotten. And yet, a few traditions of fine liquor still remained. If one searched, perhaps somewhere, in some monastery or the like, excellent alcohol was still being produced in secret.

“That’s a little sad,” I murmured under my breath.

Like the small thunder lamp, only the genuine article survived into later ages, until even the fact that it had been born of alchemy was forgotten. The very impulse to monopolize something good was what caused good things to disappear.

“No, well, even when people get greedy, it’s rare that they look this disgraceful, so please don’t lose faith in the world just yet,” Herkoff said, misinterpreting my murmur as he tried to comfort me.

Though, to be fair, the behavior that had followed a single drink had indeed been dreadful.

They had clung to Molly, haggling desperately over the price; when she refused, they had tried to negotiate for refills. Molly had refused that as well, declaring she would drink the remainder herself. Thus three liquor-loving men reduced to utter despair.

“I didn’t make something with hallucinogenic effects, did I?” I asked uneasily, glancing toward Herkoff.

“You’re asking the wrong person,” Herkoff replied, exasperated.

I began to feel uneasy. What I had made was supposed to be a makeshift Kahlúa. Coffee existed here, though it was treated as a luxury item. And I had also managed to find sugarcane liquor.

Sugarcane liquor was considered a regional drink, a byproduct of sugar production. Molly had used her connections as a merchant to procure it.

After that, I had mixed coffee and sugarcane liquor and gone through trial and error. However, alchemy often used a time-saving device called an alchemical furnace. Using it, a maturation process that would normally take about two months was completed in two days. Alchemy was indeed impressive!

That said, the alchemical furnace’s structure was too specialized to construct on a larger scale. When it came to brewing liquor, steady, traditional methods were likely best.

“It’s not caffeine addiction, is it?” I muttered, frowning slightly. “Maybe it’s the vanilla I used as flavoring? No, the aroma shouldn’t be harmful.”

“The reason people lose themselves over something lies in their own tastes and inclinations, so it’s not something you need to worry about, Y— Dinker,” Herkoff said firmly.

While we spoke, Molly had begun gently persuading the three men.

“If you wish to drink fine liquor, then build a factory for it,” Molly declared boldly. “If you claim no price is too high, then there is no reason to begrudge investing in the factory. You already understand the wealth such a factory will produce. What I am asking for is your cooperation in launching it. Naturally, in recognition of your contributions, we would be more than willing to guarantee you rights to regular purchases—”

“I’m in!”

“Of course!”

“When do we begin?!”

Too fast. They were entirely too quick to jump onboard.

“If the Wearrel caught wind of this, I’d probably get scolded for what I let our prince see,” Herkoff muttered under his breath.

“I have no intention of letting this particular display from our investors leak to anyone else,” I replied dryly.

If I said nothing, Herkoff would say nothing either. In that case, it wouldn’t ever come out.

And so the investment talks advanced at a dizzying pace. We handed over the liquor we had prepared as gifts and saw them off.

“By the way, which bottle did you give them?” Herkoff asked.

As the designated taste-tester for the liquor I produced, Herkoff had a rough idea of what I had been making. After connecting with Molly, we had ordered regional spirits and distilled them repeatedly, searching for something usable.

“The one from the dragonkin region,” I replied. “They called it steamed liquor, I think.”

From my perspective, once distilled, it had probably become something akin to tequila.

It had originally been a local brew made by steaming spherical stems in pits, crushing them, and fermenting the extracted juice. According to Molly, who was half dragonkin, it was brewed in large batches when relatives gathered around the New Year and then drunk the following year.

Herkoff had said he wanted to drink it as an aperitif, but Molly had said she would prefer it as a palate cleanser during meals. However, I doubted it was something one could knock back so casually at that strength.

“Hahaha! Well? What do you think, Dinker?” Molly asked, clearly pleased.

“What do I think? I think we nearly had to discuss the negative influence on my upbringing,” I replied.

“Exactly. If you’re going to invite people like that, give me a warning first. And you— that sound is…” Herkoff grumbled, then abruptly turned his face away from Molly, his round, bear-like ears twitching quickly.

As I watched, three little bear cubs padded out from the dim warehouse. They were like living stuffed animals—soft and plump, every part of them adorably rounded.

“Ah, there you are. Figures you’d be at Miss Molly’s place.”

“You’ve been coming home late. Would’ve been nice if there were some romantic development.”

“If Uncle had finally found someone, we could’ve written to Grandma and the others.”

Herkoff’s face looked like that of a fearsome beast, but the three little bear cubs didn’t flinch in the slightest. From their manner, they seemed to be beastkin close to him.

“Based on their statements, there is a high probability of blood relation.”

As I observed them, Sephira conveyed her voiceless report.

“I figured as much. But Herkoff finding a partner? That’s news to me. Is that even possible?”

“Query acknowledged. Confirming whether Tutor Herkoff, guardian of Master, has any history of marriage.”

“He does. I only heard about it myself, but apparently his wife had already passed away by the time I met him.”

When he was younger, Herkoff had been married to a beastkin woman. I didn’t know the details, only that she had died. They had no children, and it was said that in fidelity to her memory, he had never remarried.

It had been that way since my father was still in the military, so he had been a widower for around ten years. My father, too, had lost my birth mother and become a widower. When my father fell into despair, Herkoff had looked after him in various ways.

Then Father was named crown prince, and with my position becoming a delicate one, it was decided that Herkoff was the only person who could be entrusted with me. That’s how he came to be invited to the palace as my tutor.

I had heard all of this from the Wearrel and Ikuto. The man himself only ever said it was nothing worth mentioning and disliked talking about it.

Come to think of it, this might have been the first time Sephira had shown interest in someone else. With voice and light expanding the scope of our interaction, perhaps it was beginning to develop communication skills.

“Oh my, the nephews,” Molly said with amused recognition. “Is this Dinker’s first time meeting them? Helly, don’t you go abandoning the child you’re responsible for.”

It seemed Molly knew them as well. Since I owed Herkoff a great deal, I offered a polite greeting to the bear cubs who were seemingly his nephews.

“I’m Dinker, the son of one of Herkoff’s former comrades from his army days,” I introduced myself politely. “I came to consult him. And you are?”

“Ah— Dinker,” Herkoff cut in quickly. “These guys are adults. The reason they’re built differently from me is because they’ve got dwarf blood. They’re more than a full cycle older than you.”

Oh, they were adults. So not bear cubs, but small bears. And a full cycle meant about twelve years in this world. That meant they must be twenty—around Harty’s age.

And apparently, they were triplets. It wasn’t just that I couldn’t tell beastkin apart; these three even had the same face.

“Well, you’re pretty polite, so you don’t have to change your manner or anything. I’m Renato. I’m a woodworker.”

The small bear with orange fur introduced himself, sounding slightly self-conscious.

“If it’s the army, then you mean the national forces, right? So you’re some young noble from somewhere, I guess?” The small bear with mostly yellow fur—white at the neck and the tips of his hands—grinned easily. “I’m Terenti. Blacksmith.”

“Elast. Glassworker,” said the one with purple fur. Apparently beastkin, like humans, didn’t have the same coloring as they did in my previous life. “But why is a kid out this late? Where are your parents? Why are you with Uncle?”

Before I could answer, Herkoff reached down and pressed a firm hand onto Elast’s head.

“I finished work and was escorting him. I’m about to take him home. Why were you looking for me?”

“We went by your place to invite you to dinner, but you weren’t there… Ah— I smell alcohol!”

The moment Elast lifted his nose and muttered that, he grabbed Herkoff’s thickly furred arm.

“What?!” the other two shouted in unison.

“Damn it!”

In an instant, Herkoff was besieged by the three small bears. There was a clear difference in build, but with all three clinging to him, he couldn’t move.

“Huh? Haven’t I seen this scene somewhere before?” I muttered under my breath.

The sense of déjà vu was overwhelming. I didn’t even have to think about it—the three investors Molly had just addressed came to mind.

“Woodworking, blacksmithing, and glassmaking, huh. Not unusual trades in a city, but the timing is perfect. Sephira, search the Imperial Library for books related to the production of alchemical apparatus.”

“Understood.”

While Sephira prepared to draw upon the knowledge from the books it had read so far, I spoke up.

“Herkoff’s been helping me,” I explained evenly. “That’s probably where the smell comes from.”

“Now that you mention it, you do smell kind of medicinal. Do you work at an apothecary?” Terenti asked offhandedly, his yellow-and-white fur catching the light.

“I’m making something closer to medicinal liquor. But since I’m still a child, I have Herkoff act as intermediary.”

“Ah! That delicious liquor Uncle brought home! Don’t tell me you’re the one who made it, Dinker?!” Elast, the one with purple fur, caught on immediately.

When I nodded, he moved toward me at once, but Herkoff swiftly tucked two of his nephews under his arms and pinned the third with his foot. It was rough, but an efficient method of restraint.

“Hey, Your High— Dinker?” Herkoff corrected himself mid-word.

“As it happens, we’re in a bit of a bind,” I continued smoothly. “We’re searching for craftsmen capable of producing the equipment that ensures the quality of the liquor.”

“W-What?!”

Herkoff tilted his head back toward the ceiling in resignation before offering a warning.

“I can’t vouch for their skill.”

“We’d be making something that’s never existed before, from scratch,” I replied calmly. “I think it’ll take time and passion.”

“Well… maybe so” Herkoff conceded reluctantly.

“Please! Let us help!”

Too fast, again. I hadn’t even said what we were making yet, and they were already decided. Did liquor really hold that much power?

“Hm, there may be some merit to it,” Molly said coolly. “But as for my assessment—your nephews’ skills are decent at best. Neither particularly good nor bad. Not to the extent that I’d entrust them with something special.”

The three small bears nodded in complete agreement.

“We’re not exactly making a name for ourselves, and we don’t quite have the years under our belts to be called mid-level either. We’re barely more than apprentices with a bit of experience,” Renato admitted plainly.

“Our folks back up north keep telling us to come home,” Terenti added, “but we like living here in the Imperial Capital. We don’t want to go back.”

“Honestly, they’re calling us back because we’re not bad at what we do, and we’re versatile enough to handle everyday repairs,” Elast said matter-of-factly. “Useful craftsmen are easy to repurpose.”

Perhaps because they were older than they looked, they acknowledged it without hesitation even while still pinned down by their uncle.

“We’ll start with prototypes and models,” I explained. “First, we need to devise a mechanism that works reliably. So more than anything, I want passion for building something from the ground up. If we can create a furnace with stable heat output, we’ll begin small and gradually scale it up.”

At that, the three small bears simultaneously raised their arms to shoulder height as if flexing their biceps. It was probably meant to show enthusiasm. At their size, though, it came across as more adorable than intimidating.

Even Molly, usually quick to decide, seemed to be thinking things through; she nodded in small, measured motions.

“That makes sense,” she agreed. “Once it takes shape, we’ll entrust the large-scale work to someone discreet. When that time comes, may I pull the three of you away from your workshops?”

“No problem,” Renato replied. “They’ve been saying they want to take on younger apprentices anyway.”

“Same on my end,” Terenti said. “We haven’t been getting any major commissions lately.”

“I’m basically just being kept around for odd jobs,” Elast added with a dry little laugh.

What was that expression? Even with a bear’s face, I could tell it was a rather severe smile.

When I looked toward Herkoff, he finally released his three nephews and shrugged at me.

“Anyway, it’s late. I’ll take you home.”

“Right, got it. Oh, if we’ve got craftsmen on board, then when it comes to building the factory, we should first prove that we can actually produce the alcohol, shouldn’t we?”

I deliberately avoided saying alchemy. Molly caught the nuance at once and nodded. Then she turned to the three small bears.

“Helly still has things to take care of. Why don’t you have dinner with me tonight instead? I’d like to explain our next steps.”

It sounded almost like an invitation to a business dinner, extended to Herkoff’s nephews.
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Ten days later, I slipped out of the palace again.

While I couldn’t go myself, I had asked Herkoff to mediate communications with Molly in the meantime.

“Yes, I managed to gather them somehow. The alchemy tools,” Molly announced with visible pride.

“Wow… I’ve never seen shapes like these,” I said, leaning in with open curiosity.

“Eh? Are they wrong? I thought I got the tools you specified,” Molly asked quickly, a flicker of anxiety crossing her face.

I had asked her to prepare a distillation apparatus for a demonstration of alcohol production, but its shape differed from the equipment I normally used.

“I see. Since it hasn’t been commercialized, there’s no standardized design,” I said thoughtfully as I examined it. “But as far as the fundamental principles of the apparatus go, this should probably be fine…”

After a brief inspection, I began by sterilizing the equipment. We were making something to drink, after all. So I boiled it in hot water. Since most of it was glassware, that made things simple.

“I already have no idea what’s going on,” Molly admitted, blinking in confusion. “What about you three?”

“Heat sterilization’s easy enough for heat-resistant vessels, so—” Terenti began confidently.

“Dinker,” Renato interrupted dryly, folding his arms. “That only works if you’ve got unlimited firewood and water.”

I was about to recommend it, but the orange-furred woodworker had already voiced the practical concern.

“Well, with glass containers, that does seem simplest,” Elast observed calmly, nodding as he watched the boiling apparatus.

While the sterilized equipment cooled, I used the alcohol I had brought to prepare a recreation based on the method I had given Molly. The triplets already knew from Molly that the liquor was produced using alchemy.

“It seems it tastes better if you let it sit for a while before drinking,” I explained as I worked. “That might be part of why distilled alcohol never caught on as a beverage. I’ll need to experiment a bit to determine the proper degree of maturation.”

“Your— Dinker?” Herkoff said cautiously, eyeing me despite having grown used to my methods. “You’re not about to come up with an even better way to make liquor than this, are you?”

In theory, if it was a distilled spirit, several years of aging should turn it into something like whiskey or vodka.

“It requires careful management and takes several years, so I’m not doing that for now,” I said lightly.

“Several years? That’s longer than wine. Wouldn’t it just turn sour?” Terenti asked, holding his white-furred hand over the still-hot glass apparatus.

Apparently, if left too long, wine became vinegar. Even in my previous life, vinegar was made from wine, so it was probably a matter of storage control.

“I don’t think it would turn into vinegar, but if mismanaged, it would become unpleasant as alcohol all the same,” I explained. “What I’m doing is simply extracting the components common to alcohol.”

“That’s the impressive part about you, Dinker. Though, I suppose alchemy is something anyone can do, right?” Herkoff added wryly.

“As long as you know the method,” I replied. “So, Molly, would you like to try?”

“Wait, this is alchemy, isn’t it?” Molly asked, startled.

“That’s exactly the point,” Herkoff said proudly. “Alchemy is a technique that produces the same results regardless of race.”

This was something I had taught him before.

And so began a simple alchemy lesson. In practice, it resembled a cooking class more than anything else.

“Chop the herbs finely, then mix them with this purified water to help draw out the aroma before distilling.”

“Why? How does that work?” Molly asked immediately.

She was clearly curious. She asked questions about everything, and she tried everything herself. On top of that, she took it seriously, which made her rewarding to teach.

While distilling the alcohol in parallel, I explained the equipment, the reactions, and the principles behind them.

“Temperature is important,” I said carefully. “If it reaches a full boil, the water turns to vapor as well. We went through the trouble of separating it. If everything evaporates together, there’s no point in concentrating it.”

“Hold on,” Renato interrupted, rubbing his forehead. “I’m not keeping up.”

“Vapor means steam, right? That only comes out when it’s boiling,” Terenti insisted.

“And concentrating just means boiling it down, doesn’t it?” Elast added skeptically.

I wasn’t getting through to them. Their level of understanding was about the same as Herkoff’s, which was to say, they had no foundational knowledge of natural science whatsoever.

I had to start by explaining the properties of matter itself—gas, liquid, solid, and even the characteristics of water as a substance.

And yet people could become craftsmen without that knowledge. Maybe it worked as long as they understood the specific procedures that led to the desired result.

“Helly, who exactly is Dinker’s tutor?” Molly asked curiously. “There can’t be any renowned alchemists around these days.”

“The frightening thing,” Herkoff replied dryly, “is that the future famous alchemist is standing right in front of you. He got hold of some alchemical tools through a few connections and taught himself all of this.”

At Herkoff’s remark, the three little bears turned to stare at me in unison.

“Dinker, how old are you again?” Renato asked incredulously. “And how do you even teach yourself something like this? You wouldn’t even know how to use the tools at first. And yet you’re making liquor with them…”

“I’m nine,” I answered simply. “I read the related books and started little by little with whatever I could manage using the tools I had. Alcohol is used in alchemy anyway, so I wondered if it might sell if I turned it into something drinkable. I don’t actually drink alcohol myself, though.”

“You’re not a drinker?” Terenti asked in disbelief. “If you don’t drink, then what do you usually have?”

The three small bears tilted their identical heads at exactly the same angle.

“Tea, I suppose?”

“Right! You’re a noble!” Renato exclaimed, covering his eyes with his fluffy, round hand.

Now that he mentioned it, tea was treated as even more of a luxury item than alcohol.

“Well, setting that aside,” Molly continued thoughtfully, “why are we submerging this part in water? If water is necessary, we might have to consider the factory’s location depending on the scale of production. People say alchemy pollutes waterways.”

“That’s more a matter of an alchemist’s risk management,” I replied. “Ideally, I’d like the place to be somewhere I can visit as well. Though… if we rely on alchemy for cooling, there’s also a method that doesn’t require running water.”

When I looked at Herkoff, he thought for a moment before realizing what I meant.

“The essence you mentioned before?” Herkoff asked, narrowing his eyes as he tried to recall.

“Exactly, that one,” I confirmed with a small nod. “As long as you have the tools and materials, even you could make it, Herkoff.”

“Wait— Uncle can use alchemy?” Elast blurted, his fur puffing out in shock.

Hmm… alchemy’s recognition is terribly low. Alright then. If that’s the case, I’ll have the four people here learn what alchemy really is. And I’ll have them step forward publicly in my place and improve its image at least a little.

“Because anyone can use alchemy, if it’s handled carelessly, it can cause trouble for everyone,” I explained. “If we’re going to brand it and aim for a high-end image first, then we shouldn’t immediately say it’s made with alchemy, right?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Molly agreed with a thoughtful nod. “While we recover our funds that way, we’ll work on developing equipment that can produce alcohol on a much larger scale, and only after it earns a positive evaluation. If inferior products appear and outsiders start saying it’s alchemy, that would be worse. It’s better if we’re the ones to reveal it publicly. So until it succeeds, we’ll keep it strictly confidential.”

Molly was enthusiastic about spreading the alcohol, including the fact that it was made through alchemy. For the sake of having it on her own dinner table as well, I hoped she would work hard.

“The fact that it can be made right on a desk like this is surprising in itself,” Elast remarked as he examined the apparatus. “But yeah, with this size and amount, mass production would be impossible.”

When the glass artisan voiced that conclusion, the blacksmith Terenti nodded in agreement.

“And since it’s all specialized equipment,” Terenti added while studying the setup, “making it gigantic would be difficult too. At this scale, this size of flame is probably enough.”

“That’s right,” I replied. “Even if we enlarged this apparatus, it would still be inefficient. That’s why I want you to create entirely new equipment from scratch.”

To produce alcohol in large quantities, it would have to be industrialized. For that, something like the current setup—just connecting glass flasks together—wouldn’t work.

The concentration had to be increased through repeated distillation, then diluted with water for aging. And when selling it, it had to be diluted again. It was far too much work for one person to handle alone. Even now, I was already reducing the number of distillations just to cut down on the labor.

“If we were to make it in this form,” I continued while pointing at the apparatus, “the simplest way might be to connect another device here—one that takes the liquid produced by this distillation and feeds it back through the previous process so it can be distilled again.”

“That would be difficult as well,” Elast replied with a troubled groan. “To begin with, mass-producing glass with this thickness made as thin and uniform as possible requires considerable skill.”

The glass artisan’s technical assessment came with a low, reluctant rumble in his voice. From the sound of it, he was saying he couldn’t do it himself.

“Metal fittings too… and screws that let you adjust them so they support the glass without breaking it, huh?” Terenti muttered as he thought it through. “Would stamping molds work for that? Or would casting be better? I won’t know until I try it. This really is starting from scratch.”

While the blacksmith Terenti considered the problem, the woodworker Renato looked troubled, unable to follow the discussion.

“Why am I here?” Renato asked, sounding puzzled.

“Oh, that’s because we’re using glass right now, but there are parts that could be replaced with barrels,” I explained. “Besides, distillation is the process of driving off everything except the alcohol, which means it loses both smell and flavor. To be honest, something that’s only been distilled isn’t very good. It needs aging to become tasty. And for that, we need barrels that allow it to mature.”

That required pouring it into barrels, like whiskey, and managing it over time. It took patience as well.

“Well, that comes after we’re able to produce it consistently,” I added. “So the alcohol produced during this stage can’t be drunk right away. Today, we’ll finish by slowly mixing the prepared flavors and aromas into the alcohol I brought.”

I had been working with my hands while watching the distillation process. When I noticed there was no reaction, I turned to see everyone was staring at me in silence.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Aren’t you going to drink?”

“We will!”

They answered instantly. Molly then brushed her hair back as if collecting herself.

“The process requires time and manpower,” Molly said seriously. “But mass production is certainly possible. And if we can produce enough in large quantities, we can separate the high-end products for nobles onto a different production line. Then having this liquor on my own table won’t just be a dream anymore! Let’s taste it right away!”

Apparently, she had only been serious because she wanted to drink it. Herkoff had quietly joined the tasting as well, and the triplets eagerly reached for their cups.

“Dinker.”

Suddenly, Molly wrapped me in a tight embrace. Her body temperature was low, and her skin had the texture of tanned leather.

“I’m never letting you go!” Molly declared.

“Let go,” Herkoff said flatly.

He immediately peeled Molly off me. I had been startled, but at least one thing was clear—they were deeply impressed by the taste of the alcohol.

Just as I thought that, I was suddenly wrapped in something fluffy, colorful, and warm.

“Guys who make it big really are special from the time they’re kids, huh?” Triplet One said, squeezing me in a hug. “Seriously, this is delicious.”

“But since he’s relying on us like this, we’ve gotta come through for him, right?” Triplet Two said eagerly. “This stuff’s insanely good.”

“Or maybe it’s because he’s a kid, you know? Yeah, that’s probably it,” Triplet Three said with a satisfied nod. “It’s ridiculously good.”

“Don’t teach him weird things. Scatter, all of you,” Herkoff said flatly.

Herkoff chased his nephews away as well. I decided to take it as proof that they understood alchemy could make good alcohol.

“Right now, it can only be made on a desk,” I explained. “From here, the next step is developing a method that allows it to be produced indoors. The equipment for that actually existed already. Alchemists of old built it when they needed to secure larger quantities. Only the diagrams remain.”

A distillation apparatus meant to upgrade the process from a tabletop science experiment to something on the level of a kitchen setup actually already existed. I spread out the copied diagrams I had brought.

First, I wanted to build this and get it running. Then I wanted to scale it up further into a factory. That was the plan I had in mind.

※※※



Passion really was incredible. This was something I had recently discovered.

But I couldn’t quite find the right way to express it, and before I knew it, I was sitting there tilting my head at the blank sheet of paper I had prepared to write a letter.

“You still haven’t written anything? That’s rare,” Revan complained. “If you’re out of material, why don’t you take this chance to reduce how often you send letters? Making me read a thick thesis every month is rough, you know?”

Revan continued to grumble like that until Ikuto chased him out. That part wasn’t really a problem, but I was honestly feeling a little troubled.

“What is the matter, Prince Arsha?” the Wearrel asked with concern. “Are you feeling unwell?”

His worry was probably because I had been going out more often over the past year.

“That’s not it,” I replied. “I know what I want to write, and it’s not like I have nothing to say like Revan claims… It’s just that… even though there are things I want to write, I’m not sure how to put them into words.”

Two letters lay before me.

One was from Princess Diora of the Kingdom of Lukiusaria, delivered by Revan.

The other was from Harty, my aunt who had stepped down as my wet nurse about a year ago.

“Your Highness, I’m sure you understand, but we can’t tell Harty that you’ve been sneaking out of the palace,” Herkoff said, just to make sure.

Of course I understood. Precisely because I understood, I had been struggling with how to report on my recent situation while keeping that part hidden.

“I’ve been exchanging letters with Harty through Ikuto, and since they’re private correspondence addressed to a prince, even the gate guards wouldn’t dare open them to inspect. Still, I know it’s better to keep the chances of it being discovered as low as possible.”

Even so, I wanted to tell Harty, who had been worried about me, that things were going well. At the same time, I wanted to tell my friend Diora about what had recently become my greatest interest.

“Well, it’s not something you need to rush,” Herkoff said casually. “Take your time and think it through until you’re satisfied. More importantly, we’re heading out while it’s still light today. Let’s switch gears.”

At Herkoff’s prompting, I gave up on replying to the letter, as my mind still refused to produce the right words. I headed to my bedroom, put on the plainest and least conspicuous clothes I could find, and draped a hooded cloak over myself.

“Up until now you could pass it off under the cover of darkness,” Ikuto warned. “So please be extra careful.”

“Even so, this is proof that Lord Arsha’s ingenuity has borne fruit,” the Wearrel added. “Please enjoy it.”

Seen off by Ikuto and the Wearrel, I concealed myself with optical camouflage and slipped out of the palace again today.

I had begun making alcohol at the age of eight, and now, a year later at nine, I had already reached the point where it was time to start selling it.

“Aging. We really should let it age longer to pursue a smoother taste,” Molly insisted.

“No, if we’re going to blend it anyway, letting it settle for a reasonable period should be enough,” Triplet One argued.

“Shouldn’t the underground storage under the factory have been dug deeper?” Triplet Two added.

“If it gets too cold that’s no good either. And if ventilation is necessary, that depth is already sufficient,” Triplet Three replied.

When Herkoff brought me over, Molly and the three bear-like triplets were already exchanging heated opinions.

We were gathered in a distillery at the edge of the Imperial Capital’s commercial district. It had originally been a warehouse—nothing but a wide, empty space.

Now, fixed furnaces, kettles, and rows of barrels had been installed, with distillation units connected to cooling devices arranged at regular intervals.

Transferring the liquid into the distillation apparatus still had to be done by hand, but the setup now allowed us to produce far more than we ever could in the palace.

Between experimenting with how to build the equipment, selecting the location, constructing the distillers, improving the efficiency of the distillation work, handling residue and impurities, and even arranging the containers and placing orders for them, it had been an incredibly busy year.

Molly and the others, who at first kept saying they didn’t know how things worked, had now reached the point where they were the ones teaching me about alcohol.

“Passion really is incredible,” I said quietly, the thought slipping out before I realized it.

“Well, I suppose you could say Dinker’s choice of people worked out perfectly,” Herkoff said with a chuckle, gesturing for me to come inside.

Even within the distillery, this was a separate building newly constructed next to the old warehouse—a dedicated room where the alchemy equipment had been placed. The floor below also contained a room where the drinks were finished as cocktails, so the whole structure was called the blending building.

There were also plans to separate rooms for storage and aging, and to manage quality by dividing the alcohol according to how many times it had been distilled.

“Personally, I wanted to make it more efficient,” I admitted. “But I ended up losing the debate to their enthusiasm.”

Distillation had to be done multiple times, yet the current distillation apparatus could only perform a single distillation at once. My original plan had been to design a system where a single apparatus could carry out the required number of distillations in sequence.

It had already been invented in my previous life’s world, so in theory it should have been possible. But with Molly and the three little bears working together and pushing things forward, we had ultimately settled on a system that could at least produce a stable quantity.

“Aging alone takes at least two months,” Molly said. “If we want to start selling next year, this schedule is already cutting it close.”

“I was prepared for it to take several years,” I replied.

“Same here,” Herkoff said. “Though… considering how you kept waving new alcohol recipes in front of us every time you wanted to motivate us, I think some of the blame lies with you too, Dinker.”

I had taught the four of them how to create the alchemy items each of them would need.

Molly tended to get stuck for a long time once she hit a wall, while the three little bears weren’t good at thinking things through and often relied on instinct, which led to plenty of mistakes. To get the four of them to actually sit down at the workbench, I had to say that if we managed to mass-produce it, the alcohol would end up on their own dining tables too.

As a result, the whole project had shifted toward mass production at a kitchen-scale level.

“Yeah… there’s no way I could ever tell Father about this,” I admitted.

“He might already know the name at least,” Herkoff replied. “The Dink liquor from Moriyam Liquor Shop.”

“I wish they’d chosen a different name,” I muttered under my breath.

The alcohol we finally managed to mass-produce had ended up being named after me. Well, technically it was my alias. I did at least have them change it slightly. If someone called out “Dinker” here, I’d be the one getting into trouble.

“The more aesthetic promotional bottles were something I made in my own room in the end, and now they’re going all the way back around to be presented to His Majesty…”

That was the result of Molly putting tremendous effort into advertising once the construction of the distillation equipment had begun.

“She’s overseeing the distillery, reviewing personnel, securing materials, arranging transport, and on top of all that she’s putting just as much effort into pre-promoting for the launch. She’s incredible,” I said in admiration.

“For the blending ingredients, she’s starting with the high-end stuff first,” Herkoff added. “Apparently Molly’s been calculating the acquisition schedule backwards from the release date.”

By now the alcohol itself was being produced by workers hired specifically for the job, following the procedures we’d developed. Molly, meanwhile, was charging ahead with the launch purely fueled by passion.

“She’s the type who turned her hobby into her work,” Herkoff said with a shrug. “Still, that promotional drink helped a lot too, didn’t it?”

The drink I had made for promotion was essentially a mock martini.

First, I distilled beer and found a local liquor scented with conifer berries. As it happened, we managed to discover the real thing—a genuine gin that an old monastery had been producing medicinally as a distilled spirit. Next, I prepared vermouth by infusing white wine with herbs and spices.

“Really, I just had them bring the ingredients,” I said with a small shrug. “Aside from letting it rest, all I did was mix them together.”

Combine the two and you would get the king of easy cocktails—the martini.

After that, all that remained was to bottle it and include a short note: best enjoyed promptly.

“Selling the idea itself was a success, wasn’t it?” I asked.

“A huge success,” Herkoff replied confidently. “Calling it the king of cocktails was a great advertising line.”

“People could easily drink too much, and then it would become harmful. That’s why I thought making it a little harder to approach would be better,” I explained. “Since it’s the ‘king,’ I figured people might hold back.”

“That name will have the opposite effect,” Herkoff said with a chuckle. “Nobles with a strong desire for prestige will rush to get it. And if something is praised that highly and actually tastes good, they’ll start scheming about presenting it as a fine gift to make an even better impression on His Majesty. That’s how nobles think.”

“Why is the old man lecturing the noble kid about nobles?” Terenti asked as he walked over, his yellow ears twitching.

“Uh, well…” I hesitated. “I don’t really interact much with nobles…”

“Hey, didn’t you hear Dinker’s got a complicated background?” Elast said, stepping in to cover for me. “He’s brewing alcohol in a place like this. He’s not treated like a noble.”

Elast was trying to be considerate, but the truth behind my situation was far more troublesome than that. If I said that I actually had a claim to the Imperial throne, they probably wouldn’t treat me this casually anymore.

“And people forget this, but our old man here serves in the palace,” Renato added casually, pointing at Herkoff. “Something must’ve happened with nobles.”

“Now that you mention it, that’s true,” I said.

“Why are you saying that like it has nothing to do with you, Yo— Dinker?” Herkoff grumbled.

He immediately began ruffling my hair. Outside the palace, he tended to be a lot more physically affectionate.

“Hey, wait— Wait! It’s going to spill!” I protested, jerking the glass away as Herkoff messed up my hair.

“Oh dear,” Molly said lightly. “What a waste. You came all the way here to make celebratory drinks for the distillery starting operation.”

“Oops, my bad,” Herkoff said.

After Molly joined me in protesting, Herkoff finally backed off. In truth, I was in the middle of making a cocktail.

“Hmm… smells like orange and lemon,” Terenti said.

“Dinker really likes citrus, doesn’t he?” Renato added.

“And that one’s gin, right? That medicinal liquor from the monastery?” Elast said.

The three little bears leaned in with their colorful fur brushing together, peering curiously at what I was doing.

“If you want to sell this too, I can tell you the recipe later,” I said. “It’s gin, white curaçao, and lemon juice. I brought the prepared ingredients.”

Curaçao was an orange liqueur, but the one here was my improvised version—just distilled liquor infused with orange peel for fragrance.

Terenti the blacksmith had made the shaker for me, and Molly had prepared the ice. I poured in the proper amounts and shook it.

Finally, I poured the drink into a glass vessel Renato had crafted so the color would show clearly.

And with that, it was finished.

“Here we have ‘AWhite Lady,’” I said as I offered the glass. “Sweet, bitter, and a little sour. Enjoy the flavor of the gin, and savor it slowly.”

If I didn’t say that, they’d just gulp it down in one go, so I deliberately introduced the cocktail with a bit of flourish. Of course, the cocktail choice itself had been made with Molly’s white hair in mind.

Molly, who had been about to drink it immediately, suddenly stopped. She stared at the drink carefully, her cheeks turning faintly red.

“Whoa… so this is the kind of charm that leads to a marriage proposal after meeting someone only once,” Herkoff muttered suspiciously.

It sounded like he had gotten the wrong idea about something, but since the drink had been well received, I decided that was good enough.

Now the real problem was figuring out how to write about this success in my letter.



Chapter Four: Suspected of Assassination


Harty stopped being my wet nurse when I was eight. Various things had happened between then and when I turned nine, and now I was about to turn ten.

I had started taking care of things like going to bed and getting up on my own. The attendants who remained still divided the work among themselves to look after me. Even so, life had become a little easier now that I had secured a source of income.

I had done so for Harty’s peace of mind, for my future savings, and so I could continue practicing alchemy. It felt like it had given me some peace of mind as well.

“Man… never thought I’d end up doing alchemy myself,” Herkoff muttered while distilling wine, still helping with the alcohol production even now that the factory had been completed.

Herkoff was a beastman who could only use body-enhancement magic, yet whenever he used alchemy-fueled elemental magic like this, he always made similar comments.

“I had thought there was no point in using magic beyond one’s natural affinity,” the Wearrel said thoughtfully. “But when dividing the work like this, it certainly proves efficient.”

The Wearrel was using water essence to decoct the flavoring ingredients that would be added to the alcohol. Apparently, by helping with the alcohol production, he had discovered how useful alchemy could be compared to ordinary magic.

Even though we now had a factory, I was still continuing to make alcohol here in the Emerald Chamber.

Molly remained busy with many things—buying recipe rights, investing the capital needed to increase production, and even establishing the company itself. According to her, if we expanded on a large scale, the investment would pay itself back.

On top of that, she kept requesting new kinds of alcohol as well. Lately, the intensity of her enthusiasm had started to feel a little frightening.

“Prince Arsha, it seems the coffee beans brought from the liquor shop as ingredients for the next new flavor are of different maturations,” Ikuto reported.

Ikuto had been inspecting the bag Molly had passed onto us. The contents were coffee beans that Herkoff had been tasked with delivering, but apparently a note that had accompanied them had slipped down to the bottom of the bag.

“It says here that she would like to know whether the coffee-flavored liquor you made previously can be improved. It appears four types of coffee beans have been prepared: unroasted beans, and roasted beans in dark, light, and medium varieties.”

“Oh, right. I made that high-end one at the beginning—Kahlúa,” I recalled. “Let’s start by tasting the beans. We might be able to come up with other coffee-based drinks too.”

Using experimental equipment that had already been sterilized by boiling them, I began assembling a siphon.

I had heard that in the past, alcohol spoiled less easily than untreated water, so even children used to drink it. But the Empire had been expanded by reclaiming wetlands inland.

And since the Imperial Capital spread out along a lake, water was plentiful. Apparently, that was why alcohol had been banned for children—there was no need for them to drink it and damage their livers. If that was the reasoning, I felt like coffee probably wasn’t very good for children either. Still, compared to alcohol, tasting it came with far less guilt.

“Has she asked you to develop another new product already?” the Wearrel asked with a wry smile. “This doesn’t look much different from when she was pushing for mass production.”

“That’s true enough,” Herkoff replied with a shrug of his broad shoulders. “But apparently, imitations have already started appearing. Even so, Dinker—His Highness—still produces things with better quality and more originality.”

The Wearrel gave a small, rueful smile at that. Whenever I met Molly as Dinker, she told me that orders were already flooding in from members of the upper class who could recognize differences in taste.

“Requesting detailed specifications of the apparatus.”

As curious as ever and still learning at a remarkable pace, Sephira spoke up.

“Estimating a decline in the master’s emotional state. Eye movement, physical behavior, and transmission patterns differ from normal concentration. No confirmed conclusion. What is the reason?”

Should I take this as a sign that she was starting to understand human emotions… or as proof she could only measure things numerically?

While I was thinking about that, my hands had already stopped moving, and my attendants had noticed the change as well. I could feel their concerned gazes on me. Even when I tried to smile, it didn’t seem to fool them.

“The reason I’m feeling down right now,” I said quietly, “is that I recently learned that one of my twin younger brothers, whom I’ve never even met, apparently suffers from a serious illness, Sephira.”

Using Sephira’s invisibility, I had been gathering rumors and trying to learn about my brothers’ situation. And just recently, I had discovered that a younger sister had been born as well.

Now I understood why Father had seemed reluctant to speak every time we met. I had not been informed.

To be honest, it hurt that he hadn’t told me.

To make matters worse, I heard that one of the twins was frail and sickly. I hadn’t even needed Sephira to uncover that information—the commotion around it had been loud enough to reach my ears.

I had already asked Sephira to investigate reports about rashes appearing and sudden high fevers—symptoms with no clear cause. But the reason it had begun circulating as a rumor was because he had supposedly been fine, only to suddenly collapse without warning.

“Young children are prone to illness,” the Wearrel said gently. “If you listen too closely to rumors, you’ll only end up being misled by them. If you’re truly worried, you should simply ask His Majesty.”

The Wearrel meant well, but Ikuto seemed to understand why I couldn’t ask so easily.

“Prince Arsha, there are voices that suspect this was an assassination attempt,” Ikuto said carefully. “However, there is still no reason for anyone to target the fourth prince. If you only ask about his condition, you would not be reprimanded.”

Among the speculative rumors Sephira had gathered, there were even whispers suggesting poisoning. Some people were already claiming it might be an assassination attempt.

“Revan said there are even people suspecting you, Your Highness,” Herkoff added. “But that’s ridiculous. His Majesty, and Duke Lukaios too, have investigated the matter thoroughly.”

Just as Herkoff said, there had been no evidence of poison being planted and no suspicious individuals discovered. I had heard as much through Revan, the rude palace guard whom Marquis Strateg occasionally sent around.

He had told me about it while keeping a good distance from Ikuto, and at the same time he had also said he knew very well that I couldn’t possibly be involved. Well, that was obvious. I hardly ever left my quarters, and the palace guards monitored everyone entering and leaving the west wing.

“Prince Arsha, I would prefer that you place your own safety first,” Ikuto said. “If the fourth prince truly collapsed due to someone’s actions, then it could also be a diversion.”

Ikuto suggested a possible reason why someone might target my younger brother, who was still just a child.

“You mean… something intended to harm His Majesty?”

“That’s the first thing you suspect?” Herkoff replied dryly. “I won’t say it’s impossible. If you’re going to attack someone, you start with their weak points. And in that sense, His Majesty’s position is still somewhat fragile.”

Finishing the task he had been working on, Herkoff turned his full attention to me.

My father had become emperor when I was three years old. Now that I was nearly ten, he had spent about seven years strengthening his footing. Even so, he was still surrounded by nobles who had spent generations building their influence within the palace.

A ruler who had risen from a relatively low status…

Something similar had happened historically in my previous life too—regency politics. A system where a child who couldn’t make decisions for themselves was deliberately placed at the top, while the retainers beneath them held the real power.

“Now that my younger brothers have been born and the imperial family’s duty of producing heirs has been fulfilled, there may be people thinking about removing His Majesty from the throne. If they target a prince whose defenses are weak and force those around His Majesty to react, they could create a disturbance—” I began explaining, following the line of reasoning aloud.

“P-Prince Arsha, please wait,” the Wearrel interrupted hurriedly. “That line of thought is probably too extreme. Please, just a moment.”

Since the Wearrel seemed unable to keep up, I explained that it could be a strategy for the maternal relatives to seize real power and that Fel’s situation might have been intended as a diversion.

“There are still far too many enemies rivaling Duke Lukaios for him to create such a situation.”

Even though I had been explaining things to my attendants, Sephira cut in.

“I know,” I replied. “It would only happen if His Majesty made a blunder, or if he fell out with Duke Lukaios. But if the mistake used as a pretext ended up being me, then I could also become the cause of a rift with Duke Lukaios.”

“Is that really possible?” Herkoff asked, trying to stop my dark train of speculation, though he ended up thinking it over himself.

“It’s an extreme scenario,” I admitted. “But right now it’s only rumors and bad reputation. What if it escalated into a false accusation?”

At my words, the Wearrel’s green ears drooped.

“His Majesty would certainly protect you, Prince Arsha. But that would provoke resentment. Even if it were a false accusation, if the person who accused you were brought down, their faction would become your enemy… Is that what you mean?”

“That’s right. And we can’t say that faction wouldn’t be Duke Lukaios’s,” Ikuto added calmly. “At the moment, the one treating Prince Arsha as the foremost obstacle is Duke Lukaios, the Empress’s family.”

They had grown suspicious that I might stand in the way of Terry, his daughter’s son, becoming the emperor.

It wasn’t wrong to consider possibilities and act accordingly, but he was the one who had pushed me to the far edge of the west wing and used nobles of his faction to interfere whenever I tried to meet with my father.

To be honest, he was at the top of the list of people I suspected might do something extreme.

“Well, I’ve never actually met Duke Lukaios myself,” I admitted. “So maybe I’m just letting my imagination turn into paranoia.”

When I said that, the Wearrel suddenly slumped in visible dismay.

“Why do you say that so calmly?” the Wearrel asked, staring at me in disbelief. “Could it be that your emotional development is somewhat lacking?”

“That’s a bit rude,” I replied. “I do get angry if someone does something unpleasant to me. And when something is fun, it’s fun. I also care about all of you who look out for me.”

When I smiled up at him, the Wearrel looked troubled, though his tail swayed slightly.

“The reason I’m calm,” I continued, “is because I have no intention of becoming emperor. I’m not interested in power struggles, and I think of this place as somewhere I’ll eventually leave. That makes it easier to look at things objectively.”

“Prince Arsha, I have every faith you could thrive even here,” Ikuto said.

He wore a troubled smile as well, though he avoided meeting my eyes, a hint of embarrassment in the gesture.

“But if I stayed, do you think I could truly master alchemy?” I asked. “There are still so many things I want to try.”

When I spread my hands with childish enthusiasm, Herkoff finally laughed.

“That was uncouth of me to ask you to think on such dark things,” Herkoff said. “Please forget it.”

He scratched the base of his fur-covered ear and looked away. I understood this reaction too—he was embarrassed.

Yes, I did have worries, but I was fortunate to have good people around me. Still, if possible, I wished I could be in a position where I could worry about my younger brother without restraint.

※※※



I spent most of my time shut up in my room, but I went out into the garden regularly.

I had been forbidden from collecting plants in the garden as another form of harassment, so instead I received the trimmings that the gardeners cut away during maintenance. The palace garden was vast, and since the gardeners worked on different areas each day, I could still obtain a reasonable variety.

Everyone knew alchemy was my hobby, so if I asked, they would give them to me, but unfortunately, even when rare medicinal herbs appeared, they were only ever the harmless ones.

“Whoa… you actually came today.”

“Huh? Revan? Why are you here?”

When I stepped out from the west wing into the garden, Revan was standing near the spot I usually used to enter and leave—separate from the guards assigned to watch me.

The palace guards stationed around the west wing followed me with their eyes the moment they spotted me. Even when I stepped out into the garden, they tracked me as far as their sight allowed.

There was no doubt about it—I was being watched.

“No, I was told that there are days when Your Highness goes to the garden to pull weeds and comes back, so I am here to confirm it,” Revan replied.

“I can’t be gathering poison,” I pointed out calmly. “They always check me here when I return.”

“Well, I was just being nagged about it,” Revan said with a shrug. “So go ahead and do whatever you like. Oh, and if you come back early, I won’t have to stand here forever, so I’d appreciate it.”

Revan waved me off with those selfish words. As usual, he showed no real respect for me despite my being a prince. Still, he did pass along information.

He wouldn’t say something like I was nagged about it if it were Marquis Strateg, which meant someone else must have pushed for it. There were only a few people who could speak that forcefully to the marquis, and considering the timing, it was probably related to my younger brother collapsing.

Thinking about it casually as I walked through the garden, I soon discovered a lost child.

With his back turned to us, he looked left and right while pacing back and forth. His entire body seemed to be pleading for help, crying out that he had no idea where he was supposed to go.

“Green hair, and about four years old,” I murmured with a smile. “He looks adorable. Hehe… Ikuto, who do you think that is?”

“This has happened before… twice,” Ikuto replied grimly.

Normally calm in his role as my guard, Ikuto now wore a sour expression.

“Why are my little brothers always so cute?” I said.

“Prince Arsha…” Ikuto called out, trying to stop me.

Yes, I remembered the two previous incidents involving lost children. Neither had ended well.

But right now, in front of me, was a child who looked ready to cry, wandering about with uncertain steps.

Being alone could be frightening.

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly.

After apologizing, I headed toward my little brother. Ikuto followed behind me with a stern expression, scanning our surroundings carefully.

“Hey there,” I called gently. “Are you lost? Where do you want to go back to?”

When I spoke, the four-year-old—likely one of my twin brothers—turned toward me without the slightest suspicion, his eyes lighting up.

So cute! Enough to blow away all the unpleasant feelings about the selfish circumstances of adults!

“To Wanel!”

“I see,” I said with a small smile. “Then you must be Fel.”

My younger twin brothers were named Felmes, with green hair, and Waneljus, with dark blue hair.

There couldn’t be any other children this age here, so there was no doubt he was my brother. Father had told me they looked almost identical except for their coloring—and that their personalities were starting to differ as well.

“Yeah, I’m Fel. Do you know where Wanel is?”

When Fel asked innocently, Ikuto quietly called my name and pointed somewhere.

Still holding Fel’s hand, I led him in that direction. As we approached, the sound of crying reached us.

“Fel? Fel?”

“Wanel!”

Fel dashed forward without letting go of my hand. When we hurried over together, Wanel stood there in front of us, his blue eyes filled with tears, his face identical to Fel’s.

Yes… cuteness squared. No, cubed, once you considered the fact that they were comforting each other.

“This person brought me here,” Fel explained proudly. “He knew where Wanel was right away.”

“That’s amazing!” Wanel said, looking at me with shining eyes. “Are you a magician? Cool like big brother?”

The look of pure admiration on his little face felt nice.

And it made me proud that Terry was admired as an older brother too.

The last time I saw him, he had been crying after getting lost, but now he was already acting like a big brother. He was three years younger than me, so Terry would be six now. We had only met once, so I wondered how much he had grown.

“If I had to call myself something, it would be an alchemist,” I said with a smile. “So where did you two come from? Wanel, did you come looking for Fel?”

“Nope,” Fel replied. “Everyone said Wanel was missing, so I went to find him.”

So the one who had gotten lost was Wanel. And Fel had gone looking for his twin, only to end up getting lost himself.

Precious. Absolutely precious.

But at the same time, the adults around them were probably panicking now that there were two lost children instead of one.

“Ikuto, if I take them back myself, that would be a problem, right?” I asked quietly.

“That’s correct,” Ikuto replied. “The best option would be to have them wait here. However, I sense no one nearby searching for them.”

“No, I bet Wanel was the one who got lost, and Fel was told to stay put,” I said. “But if he went out to search by himself…”

Even if someone told Fel to wait, he probably wouldn’t listen, and if I left him alone, he’d just get lost again. But Ikuto couldn’t leave me alone either because of his duties.

Before, when my wet nurse Harty had been with us, we could split up to search.

But she wasn’t here anymore.

I couldn’t just leave the twins behind, and my bad reputation hardly mattered at this point. The two young boys in front of me were the priority.

“So where were you two, and what were you doing?” I asked gently. “And who exactly is everyone that’s looking for you?”

“Well, a celebration,” Wanel said, already smiling again, as if he had completely forgotten the tears from earlier. “We were eating sweets and looking at the flowers. Fel had a fever.”

Flowers blooming this time of year, sweets being served, and a place with chairs or a table to sit at—that must be where they had come from.

“Was your mother with you?” I asked.

“Nope. Our big brother,” Wanel said, shaking his head.

“Big brother was eating sweets with us at the gazebo,” Fel added eagerly.

So Terry must have been hosting a tea party, maybe to celebrate Fel recovering. Considering the flowers, the gazebo, and their ages, the place couldn’t be far from here.

I decided to head toward a nearby gazebo surrounded by flowering trees.

“Huh? There’s no one here.”

“Most likely everyone went out to search after both of them disappeared,” Ikuto concluded.

The gazebo we had come to had clearly been prepared for a tea gathering, so it was probably the right place. Yet no one was there.

In the meantime, the two former lost children ran straight to the gazebo.

“I’ll share my favorite sweets with you as thanks!” Fel declared proudly.

“I don’t like that one,” Wanel complained immediately. “It makes my throat feel weird!”

Even though they were twins, it seemed their tastes were different. That was interesting.

More than anything, watching them argue cheerfully while heading into the gazebo was heartwarming. And knowing they wanted to give thanks to me made my lips curl into a smile even more.

“You truly are a very modest and compassionate person,” Ikuto said quietly.

He looked away from the twins, as if he couldn’t quite bear to keep watching them.

Well, compared to the person he served, the difference must have been striking. I’d never held a tea party before, and the table here was filled with luxurious sweets I had never even seen.

The gazebo itself had been decorated with flowers and cloth—clearly something that had taken plenty of people working together to prepare.

“I’m not particularly modest,” I said quietly. “It’s just that I don’t wish to replace my brothers. I only wish I could be with them. And as for affection… maybe that comes from His Majesty’s blood.”

The twins came running back with bright smiles, each holding sweets in both hands. Watching them run so hard made me worry they might trip, but I didn’t move closer. If I did, something troublesome would probably happen again.

“If the day comes when you are forced to leave the palace and are no longer a prince,” Ikuto said in a low voice, “then I will go with you. I cannot say this in front of others, but… I have always thought the life of a hunter would suit you, Prince Arsha.”

He was describing the future wherein I was cast out of the palace. Ever since I learned from Harty that my supposed guardians had no intention of actually supporting me, it had become a very real possibility.

Now that the duke’s family was already keeping a close eye on me, there was no future advancement waiting for me. Ikuto had enough compassion not to abandon a child in such circumstances, but he was also realistic. That was why he focused on the bare minimum—my survival.

Herkoff, who helped me earn money through alcohol production, was practical too and often pointed out harsh realities. But he still aimed high and kept an optimistic outlook.

Compared to him, Ikuto was way pessimistic.

“Alright. I’ll keep that in mind.” I replied quietly after a brief pause.

“So you accept that possibility,” Ikuto said quietly.

“I accept reality,” I replied. “Even with alchemy, nothing progresses if you reject reality just because it seems impossible.”

“That strength really does suit a hunter,” Ikuto said quietly, his voice low so the twins wouldn’t hear.

As we spoke in lowered voices, the twins returned to us with bright smiles.
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“This one’s baked with nuts, honey, and berries mixed in!” Fel said proudly as he held out something that looked like a small wheat-flour pastry. The beaming smile on his face made it obvious how much he liked it.

“And this one’s really tasty too. It’s mixed with lots of milk and sugar,” Wanel said, offering his own sweet.

It looked something like a soufflé. Though if it was as soft as a soufflé, maybe it wouldn’t give him that unpleasant fuzzy feeling he’d described earlier. No… a soufflé was too delicate to eat with one’s hands.

Ikuto moved to perform a taste test, so I casually checked with the twins first.

“I’m really happy. Thank you,” I said with a smile. “But would it be alright if I shared some with the person who came with me?”

“Sure!” Fel said immediately with a bright grin.

“It’s really good!” Wanel added eagerly, nodding as he held out the sweet.

They were truly innocent, and it was soothing just being around them. Ikuto probably didn’t think these two had tampered with anything either, but it was still part of his job to check.

Still, little brothers really were adorable! I was starting to want to see Terry again too.

Assuming, of course, that no one interfered this time. The only reason I could laugh with the twins like this was because the gazebo happened to be empty. I wasn’t sure whether to consider that convenient or to wish that at least one attendant had been present to watch over such young children.

The twins were each holding the same sweets they had given me. Meanwhile, Wanel, who had offered the soufflé, suddenly remembered the existence of spoons and ran back into the gazebo.

“It’s delicious. Thank you.”

“Right? It’s yummy!”

I took a bite first from the nut-and-berry pastry Fel had recommended, and a smile slipped out.

Hmm… maybe I should consider their sparkling smiles a reward in themselves.

It was carefully made, moist, and pleasant on the palate—truly delicious. Which made something bother me even more.

Why did Wanel say it gave him that fuzzy feeling he disliked? Maybe if you didn’t chew the nuts properly, they could catch in your throat? Or perhaps the berry skins left an unpleasant texture on the tongue?

“I brought the spoon! Hey, big brother!”

“Big brother?”

When Wanel returned, he suddenly began waving with a bright smile.

He can’t be talking to me, right? If so… then there’s only one person it could be.

When I turned around, a boy with dark blue hair was striding toward us with a stern expression.

He should be six now, but he looked remarkably composed. He had grown so much since the last time I saw him at age three.

“Who are you?!” he demanded sharply.

It was a direct critical hit.

Terry doesn’t remember me. Ugh, that hurts.

I had only been observing him one-sidedly through Sephira anyway, and Terry had only been three back then. It was only natural that he wouldn’t remember.

“You’re accompanied by palace guards?” Terry observed sharply, his eyes shifting to Ikuto’s uniform.

Noticing Ikuto’s uniform, Terry looked at me again.

The clothes Father had prepared for me were of excellent quality. And my hair was dyed black. Recently the silver had been showing through too strongly, making me look like I had premature gray hair, which was, well, a bit awkward.

“Judging by his age and the black hair that resembles His Majesty’s, he must be the first prince,” one of Terry’s palace guards whispered to him.

The guard shot me a distinctly unpleasant look. Unlike Terry, he was an adult, so he must remember what had happened three years ago.

I almost wanted to say that what had happened to the guards back then wasn’t my fault. When I briefly glanced at the sword hanging at his waist, he hurriedly clasped both hands behind his back.

Right, I wasn’t trying to pick a fight here.

“Fel. Wanel. Step away from him,” Terry ordered sharply, his expression hard as he glared at me.

“What’s wrong?” Fel asked, blinking in confusion.

“Is big brother angry?” Wanel added nervously, glancing between us.

Terry’s expression was still severe, and the twins looked visibly confused.

Wait… am I being treated like an enemy?

That’s… really sad.

He used to be so cute.
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Sadness welled up inside me, but right now Fel and Wanel looked uncomfortable. They mattered more.

“It’s alright,” I said gently, trying to reassure them. “He’s not angry at you. But you should thank him for worrying about you.”

“Okay,” Fel replied obediently with a quick nod.

“Got it,” Wanel added, nodding along beside him.

They really were straightforward. But if three years from now they gave me the same cold treatment Terry just did, I might actually cry next time.

Honestly, I was already barely holding it together. Maybe growing up around those kinds of adults had influenced Terry too? No. Since we had finally met face to face, this might be my chance to clear up the misunderstanding.

“What exactly did you do to win my brothers over?” Terry demanded suspiciously, narrowing his eyes at me.

“You’re my brother too, though,” I replied, straightening up from the crouch I had taken to speak at the twins’ level.

The moment I stood, Terry glared at me.

“That’s not true! Don’t get ahead of yourself!” Terry snapped immediately.

An instant denial… my heart might actually break.

“E-even if you deny it, that doesn’t really change anything,” I said awkwardly.

“I have no obligation to let a coward who sneaks around plotting to seize the imperial throne call me his brother,” Terry declared angrily.

“That’s a baseless accusation,” I said with a small frown. “I see… so that’s what people have been telling you.”

Just who had been filling Terry’s head with that nonsense? I had never once tried to seize the throne, yet he spoke as if it were an established fact.

If I truly wanted the throne, I would be pushing myself forward far more aggressively. I certainly wouldn’t be hiding away like a recluse.

But how could I explain that? It was doubtful that a six-year-old was capable of following a logical explanation.

Before I could figure out what to say, Terry suddenly jabbed a finger straight at me.

“You hide away and never even show yourself. There’s nothing manly about that!” Terry accused loudly. “And now you’re even laying hands on our younger brothers! I won’t allow it. Don’t tell me Wanel going missing was your doing too?! How despicable!”

He was just a child shouting loudly, so it wasn’t frightening, but he had already cast me as the villain.

And this was only our second meeting, yet his wild accusations showed no sign of stopping. That was pretty harsh.

Terry’s too worked up to listen right now, I realized. Maybe I should try again another time. Perhaps avoiding him out of consideration until now was the wrong move.

Maybe from now on I should make a point of showing that I held no hostility toward him. For the moment, though, I should at least deny the strange accusations.

“I only guided them here because I found them lost,” I explained evenly. “Just like that time before. I had my own reason for coming to the garden as well. If you’ll excuse me.”

But what should I do about the sweets still in my hands? Eating them while Terry glared at me would make the atmosphere even stranger. On the other hand, carrying around half-eaten pastries Fel had recommended didn’t feel right either.

Thinking that, I glanced toward Fel, and something felt wrong.

“I feel… sick…” Fel murmured weakly.

When I looked down, his eyes were unfocused. The moment the words left his mouth, he suddenly collapsed into a crouch.

“Fel, is it the fuzzy feeling again?” Wanel asked anxiously, kneeling beside him.

I moved to go to Fel’s side, but Terry rushed forward and shoved past me.

I nearly lost my balance, but Ikuto caught me from behind. Unfortunately, both sweets slipped from my hands onto the ground.

“Fel! Fel?! What’s wrong?!” Terry shouted frantically, lifting Fel’s face.

But Fel’s eyes wouldn’t focus, and the color drained rapidly from his face. I had seen someone faint from anemia back in school in my previous life—this looked similar.

“What happened? I’d heard he was frail, but he seemed perfectly fine just moments ago.”

“Detecting lowered body temperature and irregular breathing sounds.”

Sephira responded immediately, reporting Fel’s condition.

I wanted to tell her not to scan people without permission, but one thing was clear—this was serious.

I stepped closer and leaned down to look at Fel.

“Fel, is it hard to breathe?” I asked urgently.

He seemed to give a faint nod.

“We need to call a physician immediately,” I said. “Has he had symptoms like this before?”

“I-I cannot say,” Terry’s guard replied hesitantly. “That would violate confidentiality…”

Worse still, the guard made no move to fetch a doctor. It seemed he intended to stay here rather than leave us unattended.

“Ikuto, gather people,” I said quietly.

Ikuto responded at once, pulling out a whistle. It was the kind palace guards used when they discovered an emergency. I had heard before that if you blew it and it turned out to be nothing, there were penalties.

Even so, Ikuto immediately brought the whistle to his lips and blew.

While the sharp sound rang out, I placed a hand on Terry’s shoulder.

“First we need to lay Fel down so he can rest—” I began.

“Don’t touch him!” Terry shouted.

Even though he was just a child, he slapped my hand away with surprising force. Terry pulled Fel into his arms and turned his back to me. Seeing his older brother like this, Wanel looked like he was on the verge of tears.

“Calm down, Terry,” I urged gently. “I’m not trying to hurt him. We just need to help Fel.”

“That’s a lie!” Terry yelled, twisting around to glare at me over his shoulder.

Tears had welled up in his eyes.

His expression was fierce, but he was still just a child. When he had stood there earlier, composed and sharp, it had been clear he was trying to behave like a proper prince. But now his face was twisted with fear of me. His small shoulders trembled as he desperately tried to shield Fel from me.

“W-What did you give my brother?!” Terry demanded hoarsely. “It was poison, wasn’t it?! I’ve been saying it all along. There’s no way someone gets this sick all of a sudden! You’re the only traitor who would try to kill us!”

His voice shook, unable to hide his fear, yet he still raised it to protect his brother.

Terry seemed convinced that Fel had been poisoned.

And apparently the people around him had told him that I was the culprit. Just what kind of things had they been filling a six-year-old’s head with?

“Every time he eats, he’s the only one who gets sick!” Terry cried. “What kind of poison did you use?! It’s so strange that no one can figure it out! Why would you do something like this?!”

If poisoning had really been suspected, the possibility must have already been thoroughly investigated. And when no explanation had been found, they probably concluded that Fel was simply frail.

There should have been a food taster as well. If you assumed poison, the situation really didn’t make sense.

But even so—

I had just seen Fel’s condition worsen right after he ate.

“Was there poison in those sweets?” I asked, startled.

“That’s impossible!” Terry shot back immediately, his voice rising in anger. “I prepared today’s sweets together with Mother, and I tasted them myself! They were all made from the same batch! I worked hard to make sure no poison could be added!”

Even if it came from malicious misunderstandings spread by the adults around him, Terry had clearly done everything he could for the sake of his younger brothers. Of course, someone must have tasted the food before Terry did as well, but even so, no one had detected any poison.

“So Fel collapses as if he alone were being targeted?” I said slowly, thinking it through. “The only things I touched were the ones the two of them chose and brought to me. They’re both eating the same sweets… and Wanel didn’t eat—”

Then it hit me.

Wanel had said sweets made his throat feel “fuzzy.”

That expression… I’ve heard it somewhere before. Somewhere… sometime… Oh! Back in my previous life… No way!

I leaned forward to look at Fel’s face, half hidden in Terry’s arms. Just moments ago, he had merely looked pale, but now his lips were visibly swollen and red.

“An allergy?!” I exclaimed.

“What are you doing?!” Terry shouted. “Don’t touch Fel!”

“Wait! Calm down!” I insisted urgently. “Fel’s in danger!”

Terry still clutched Fel protectively, but when I touched Fel’s hand it was frighteningly cold.

Fel and Wanel were twins with identical faces—most likely identical twins. If they shared the same constitution, yet only Fel was showing symptoms, then the ingredient Wanel disliked because it made his throat feel strange must be something that triggered an allergic reaction.

“Stop it!” Terry cried desperately. “What are you doing to Fel?! Give him back!”

Ignoring Terry’s resistance, I pulled Fel into my arms.

But I didn’t actually know how to treat an allergic reaction. I had never imagined that simple differences in taste preference might reveal an allergy.

Taking him to a physician in this world probably wouldn’t help. The only other thing I could think of was an epinephrine injector, but even if I remembered the drug’s name, there was no way I could create it here immediately.

“This will hurt, but I’m sorry!” I said quickly.

Wrapping my handkerchief around my finger, I pushed it into Fel’s mouth.

He bit down reflexively, but saving him mattered more. Ignoring the pain, I pressed the base of his tongue to trigger his gag reflex.

“What are you doing?!” one of Terry’s guards shouted, stepping forward.

But Ikuto blocked him.

“Fel! Spit out what you ate!” I urged.

I pulled my finger back and tilted Fel forward, patting his back firmly.

Fel let out a strained sound and vomited.

“Ugh… uck… uck…” Fel whimpered weakly, beginning to cry.

But we weren’t done yet. I’m sorry.

“Hold your breath,” I urged quickly. “Drink this water.”

Using magic, I poured water into his mouth. After he swallowed it with great difficulty, I forced him to vomit again.

“Stop it! Stop it!” Terry screamed desperately.

“Fel? Fel? Why?!” Wanel cried, panic rising in his voice.

The sight was too much for them; both of them started crying. Terry even began striking my arm wildly, trying to make me stop.

“I’m sorry!” I said through clenched teeth. “This is the only way I can think of to save him!”

Fel, the one being forced to vomit, had tears streaming down his face and could barely breathe well enough to cry. But aside from something like stomach cleansing, I couldn’t think of any other way.

“Prince Arsha!” Ikuto called out while restraining Terry’s guard with his bare hands, not even drawing his sword. “What kind of treatment is this?!”

“It’s the crab’s curse!” I shouted back urgently. “Fel ate something he mustn’t eat!”

Ikuto faltered for a moment at the unexpected phrase, then something seemed to click and his expression hardened as he threw Terry’s guard aside and quickly came toward me.

“You made him vomit, so it’s already…” Ikuto said sharply.

“The swelling of his lips is from the same cause,” I replied quickly. “If that swelling goes down—”

“Then forgive my rudeness,” Ikuto said.

Suddenly he lifted me into his arms.

At the same time, I saw a mass of people rushing toward us—maids, attendants, guards, and patrol soldiers all together.

They had all heard Ikuto’s whistle and come running after sensing an emergency. And with Terry and the others crying loudly in plain sight, it was no wonder the atmosphere had turned murderous.

I knew this was bad, but leaving things like this would be even worse.

“Don’t use healing magic or rapid recovery spells!” I shouted urgently while being carried by Ikuto. “That will make Fel’s symptoms worse! Absolutely don’t do it! He could die! But anything Wanel can eat safely should be fine!”

Still in Ikuto’s arms, I shouted every warning I could think of.

I just hoped someone would hear me.

Ikuto sprinted straight for the trees in the garden and slipped into their cover. Without slowing, he headed for the entrance just as Revan, reacting to the whistle, was about to step out into the garden.

“What happened? Why did the whistle sound?” Revan asked sharply.

“We found a pair of lost twins,” Ikuto replied evenly. “When His Highness Arsha guided them here, the younger brother collapsed.”

“What? Seriously? Again?!” Revan groaned in disbelief. “Give me a break! I mean, didn’t you learn your lesson the first time?”

Revan had no right to talk about learning lessons, but I didn’t even feel like arguing. I’d done what I could, but whether that would truly cure him, I didn’t know.

“It’s poison, but it also isn’t poison,” I explained quietly. “It’s an illness, but it isn’t an illness. It’s the same as the Crab’s Curse.”

“Huh?” Revan blinked. “A curse?”

“Anyway,” Ikuto continued calmly, taking over the explanation, “His Highness Arsha merely happened to be present. Though it was somewhat rough, he forced the younger brother to vomit on the spot and removed the food that caused it. I sounded the whistle because the situation constitutes an appropriate emergency. I will personally report it to Marquis Strateg later.”

After laying out my actions in his own terms, Ikuto appeared to be having Revan arrange an appointment with his superior.

“I wonder if Fel is okay,” I murmured.

But something else kept bothering me.

They had been celebrating his recovery, and yet I’d made him cry. Terry had been afraid of me, and Wanel would surely end up frightened by my sudden actions too.

Maybe Fel won’t ever agree to see me again.

That thought left me unbearably sad.

But even more than that sadness, I was worried about my little brothers.
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In the early spring, when mornings and evenings were still cold, I was finally able to see the faces of my twin younger brothers.

After that, though, everything turned into a terrible uproar. Even I had heard the rumors of the attempted assassination of the Fourth Imperial Prince.

“I see,” Katel said slowly. “So Arsha’s actions were solely meant to save Fel.”

In the upper floor of the residential quarters, my father was questioning me about what had happened.

Marquis Strateg, the commander of the palace guard, had already conducted his own questioning in person. For some reason, he had come with only Revan at his side.

At the time, however, we barely had the chance to talk before the Empress came storming in. Having swallowed the story that I had poisoned him, she charged in, and the questioning could no longer continue.

“Your Majesty, there’s something I’d like to ask as well,” I said carefully. “Is it correct to assume Fel is fine now?”

“I’ve heard his recovery has been faster than usual,” Katel, replied, then narrowed his eyes slightly. “Who told you that?”

Because I was regarded as the culprit, information had been kept almost entirely from reaching me. Naturally, that included the attendants who would normally bring me such reports.

“No, no one told me,” I answered. “Her Highness the Consort visited the other day, so I simply assumed Fel must have improved enough that she could leave his side.”

“Now that you mention it… I suppose that makes sense,” Katel murmured.

“I do feel sorry that things became rough and made all three of them cry. If possible, I would like to apologize to Her Highness the Consort as well. However, at the time she was extremely agitated and appeared to have come without even a proper escort, so I asked her to leave.”

“No, your judgment was likely the correct one,” Katel said firmly. “There’s no need for an apology. I once saw Fel collapse suddenly myself. There was nothing I could do except call for a physician. The child was suffering, and I couldn’t do a thing for him. Compared to that, you handled it well.”

My father listened to my story from the beginning and accepted every part of my explanation without suspicion. Marquis Strateg, on the other hand, had conducted his questioning while deliberately applying pressure, as if assuming I was at fault and trying to see whether any cracks would appear.

“But the Crab’s Curse… Hm.” Katel turned his gaze toward Ikuto. “Ikuto, is that a well-known tale?”

Today Ikuto, who had been there that day, had also been summoned and was waiting nearby.

“Well,” Ikuto replied thoughtfully, “I cannot deny the possibility that it was merely a folktale from the region where I was raised. Still, the fact that His Highness the Fourth Imperial Prince’s condition could be identified as such at the time was only possible because of His Highness Arsha’s keen insight.”

“In other words,” Katel concluded gravely, “proving the truth would be difficult…”

Since I couldn’t explain allergies in scientific terms, the Crab’s Curse had been useful as an example.

“I had previously received reports that using recovery magic worsens the condition,” Katel continued. “Because of that, it was believed there was no effective treatment. Yet on the day he was made to vomit, his recovery was even faster than usual. Why did you say recovery magic must not be used, Arsha?”

Apparently, Fel had been considered frail not only because the cause of his condition was unknown, but also because even recovery magic could do nothing about it.

“There are poisons that inhibit the body’s natural functions, and others that cause them to work excessively,” I explained. “From the swelling of his lips, I suspected an overreaction. It’s the result of the body’s normal function going too far. If you stimulate it further with recovery magic, it would only make the condition worse.”

As I finished explaining, my father—Emperor Katel—smiled at me, yet he kept staring. For some reason, there was sadness in his eyes.

“… Since when have you been holding back around me?” Katel asked quietly. “I always thought you were a clever child, but now that I think about it, you stopped telling me what you were studying back when Harty was still around.”

So, he noticed. I hadn’t expected to be found out. I must have talked a little too much.

“I believe you were still telling me until you were about five,” Katel continued thoughtfully. “Which would be around the time Terry began studying. You must have been wary of the commotion that would arise if people started comparing you.”

“No, I simply enjoyed alchemy,” I replied calmly. “I just never had much interest in anything else.”

“Ah, that’s true. Poison would fall within the field of alchemy,” Katel acknowledged. “In that sense, it makes for a convenient hobby to hide behind. But—”

“Your Majesty.”

The one who interrupted him was the usual bob-haired aide.

When my father turned a reproachful gaze toward him, the aide’s expression tightened into a deep frown. It was an expression he had never directed at the emperor before.

“Your Majesty must not deny what His Highness has endured until now.”

I had expected him to start talking about time again, so his words caught me off guard. The moment our eyes met, he immediately looked away.

I had thought it was caution. But there’s a saying: the onlooker sees more clearly than the players. This aide had been present for every meeting between my father and me. Perhaps he had realized long ago the things I chose not to say and remained silent about them.

Perhaps he had even respected the intention behind it.

“What must be resolved now,” the aide continued firmly, “is the suspicion hanging over the first prince that he was behind the attempted assassination.”

“You know he couldn’t possibly be behind this,” Katel replied with clear exasperation.

After all, I had no opportunity to assassinate anyone, and killing Fel alone would gain me nothing.

“Arsha rarely leaves this place, and only three attendants remain constantly by his side,” Katel went on. “We even live in separate residences, and the servants work in entirely different places, so there is no interaction. Under those conditions, how could he have poisoned Fel every time he collapsed? It hasn’t happened just once or twice. Arsha’s explanation is far more plausible.”

The real problem would be how anyone could poison someone within the emperor’s own residence, where the largest number of people were present and security was the strictest.

“This time, the matter is being discussed as a curse,” the aide explained evenly. “Therefore, whether it was possible to plant a physical poison is no longer the issue.”

“That makes it even worse,” Katel replied sharply. “There is no evidence whatsoever that Arsha cast a curse, nor any reason to believe he could. If you pass judgment on a crime like that, it will create a terrible precedent, one where someone can be accused and condemned simply because another person claims they were cursed, without any evidence or tangible proof.”

“However, if no opportunity for explanation is provided,” the aide continued calmly, “this matter can no longer remain merely a rumor.”

“And I am denying the absurd rumor itself,” Katel retorted irritably.

The aide remained composed, while my father was the one growing visibly emotional. More importantly, the conversation seemed to be progressing without me.

“What crime, exactly, am I being accused of?” I asked.

At the question, both of them fell silent. My father searched for words while the aide glanced toward him.

“There’s no need to worry about sparing my feelings,” I continued evenly. “I only tried to save him, so assigning me any charge at all would already be a mistake. Whatever the accusation might be, it would only be a minor difference from that point.”

“They’re trying to twist it into something done to harm him,” Katel said bitterly.

According to him, the claim was that Fel’s vomitting was in reaction to my poisoning him.

The timeline was reversed, but the story constructed by those treating me as a suspect went like this: I lured Wanel away and made him search elsewhere, then targeted Fel once he was alone. Terry appeared while I was in the middle of planting the poison and stopped me, but Fel had already ingested a small amount and collapsed.

Then, as the final blow, I supposedly forced more poison down his throat. That caused him to vomit, and when many people arrived, I fled without completing the assassination.

“Isn’t that far too much of a stretch?” I said flatly. “It’s a rather clumsy assassination attempt.”

“They claim that’s exactly what you’d expect from a child,” Katel replied with a sigh.

“You are only able to accept it because Your Majesty is pretending to be obtuse,” the aide said bluntly.

Perhaps because I had said there was no need to spare my feelings, the aide spoke without restraint.

I knew his name, of course, but for some reason it irritated me, so I decided I would continue referring to him by his hairstyle: the bob-cut.

According to the bob-cut aide, the one pushing this accusation more than anyone else was Duke Lukaios.

According to the aide, many voices around my father supported the theory that I was the culprit, largely because influential figures close to the emperor were insisting on it. At the same time, the only one speaking in my defense was my father, and his voice carried little weight. Aside from Duke Lukaios, no one particularly cared about me one way or the other, so they said nothing.

As a result, my attempted assassination was practically a settled matter.

“I had assumed that those who could rise high enough to enter the palace would all be rational people,” I remarked.

“Because you are perhaps too rational,” the bob-cut aide replied carefully, “there are those who suspect that such composure is unnatural in a child and must conceal ulterior motives.”

The bob-cut aide had just dropped a rather outrageous piece of information. Perhaps outmaneuvering people a few times had cost me points.

“Then perhaps we should rely on Arsha’s intellect instead,” Katel said after a moment. “Arsha, could you take what you explained to me just now and, with Wanel’s assistance, compile it into a report—or perhaps even a paper? Write it as an explanation of Fel’s symptoms. Structure it well so that it demonstrates the legitimacy of your actions.”

“Yes, that might be best,” I agreed. “Fel isn’t the only one with that constitution—Wanel has the same condition. Thinking about the future, putting it into writing would be useful. The proper response methods should be widely known as well. Though… I’ve never written a paper before, so I’d appreciate some time.”

At that, my father let out a faint, crooked smile.

“So in front of me, you’ve been deliberately acting more like a child?”

“Ah, no… That’s not it,” I replied quickly. “I’m genuinely happy whenever I get to see you, Your Majesty. It’s just that when I start thinking seriously about something, my more emotional side tends to fade away.”

The logical part of my thinking came from the adult mind I possessed in my previous life. And as for the warm fatherly relationship I had never experienced back then, this life was my chance to enjoy it to the fullest.

When my father glanced at Ikuto, my guard gave a quiet nod.

“I believe it is a way of switching modes because it was difficult for him to depend on others,” Ikuto said calmly.

“Wait, that’s what you thought?” I protested. “I just stiffen up a bit while organizing my thoughts.”

Objection! I object! I am still a nine-year-old!
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For the first time, I stepped into the great hall of the palace’s main building.

The chamber’s ceiling soared high overhead. Nobles dressed in formal finery lined the hall, while at the front stood my father—the emperor—beside his consort.

All I had done was save my younger brother after he collapsed from an allergic reaction.

And yet I had been accused of an attempted assassination.

Of course, I hadn’t done it, so there was no evidence that I was guilty.

But apparently, they intended to force a guilty verdict based solely on the circumstantial evidence that I had made Fel vomit. On top of that, the accusation that I was aiming for the imperial throne had already been established as fact and presented as my motive.

Being branded as someone who tried to kill his own brother was a disgrace I absolutely refused to accept. That meant I had to win an acquittal.

“As many of you have already heard, a heinous scheme—one unprecedented in our history—has recently come to light,” Katel declared from the dais.

This farce began when Duke Lukaios brought forward his accusations against me.

After all, no one could answer what kind of poison had supposedly been used, who had leaked the tea party’s schedule to me, or even whether this so-called curse was real. Not even Duke Lukaios himself could provide those answers. Because from the beginning, neither the poison nor the supposed accomplice had ever existed.

Even so, my father sat beneath the grandest canopy in the hall and had his subordinates conduct the questioning, demonstrating that there was no evidence I had attempted an assassination.

Apparently, it was improper to address the emperor too casually, but honestly, rules like that were a nuisance. Because I was not yet an adult, I had no right to speak in official proceedings.

So even though I was the central figure summoned here, I had to remain silent the entire time. If I spoke out of turn, I could even be thrown out for being disrespectful.

That was why Father had instructed me to write everything down beforehand. Now he was presenting the rebuttals on my behalf.

It was essentially a farce where I could be condemned without even being allowed to defend myself. But the opposing side was a major pillar of the current regime. When someone like that called for a gathering, it couldn’t simply be ignored.

“However, Your Majesty,” Lukaios countered smoothly, “the first prince fled from the scene. If he had nothing to hide, he should have remained. That he did not can only be interpreted as an admission that he committed an act he could not face.”

Because he had no evidence, Duke Lukaios carefully chose words designed to leave a bad impression.

My father responded to him directly.

“It was three years ago, wasn’t it?” Katel said coolly. “When several of the guards assigned to Terry—the second prince—placed their hands on the hilts of their swords.”

There had once been an incident where Terry’s guards nearly attacked me. According to Father, that was reason enough for me to flee.

And something I only learned now was that the man who had assigned those guards in the first place… had been Duke Lukaios himself.

“Furthermore, it was the first prince’s guard who sounded the whistle to signal an emergency to the palace guard. If he had been plotting an assassination, don’t you think there would have been no need to do such a thing?” Katel pointed out.

“What are you saying?” Lukaios replied dismissively. “The one who blew the whistle was the second prince’s guard.”

At that, it became clear that Duke Lukaios and those around him had misunderstood the facts. The person called upon to verify the matter was Marquis Strateg, the commander of the palace guard.

“After questioning both the first prince’s and second prince’s guards who were present,” Marquis Strateg reported calmly, “both state that the whistle was blown by the first prince’s guard, Ikuto Totus, and that it was His Highness the First Prince who ordered that people be called. It appears that one of the second prince’s guards who was not present mistakenly believed otherwise and passed along the same misunderstanding as Your Grace.”

A murmur spread throughout the hall. Even if someone tried to manipulate impressions, once a factual mistake became widely known, people naturally began to doubt.

“And another thing, Duke Lukaios,” Katel continued. “We also questioned the second and third princes who were present. According to them, the first prince did make Fel vomit, but he did not force him to consume anything.”

“That was surely something they overlooked because they are children,” Duke Lukaios replied.

“Do you not see that my son standing there before you is also a child?” Katel countered sharply. “How strange. You claim the bungled nature of this supposed assassination was because the culprit was a child, yet at the same time you say he employed a trick subtle enough that children would overlook it?”

My father pointed out the contradiction, but Duke Lukaios was not the sort of man who would retreat so easily.

“Even the most carefully planned operation can falter when the moment comes and the culprit loses his nerve,” Lukaios said coolly. “It happens often enough.”

Duke Lukaios had no other suspect besides me, so his goal was simply to eliminate me. Whether the accusation was true or not didn’t matter. If this hearing left people with a bad impression of me, that alone would push the imperial throne further out of my reach.

“Honestly, I think everyone would be much more at ease if they just left me alone.”

“Given my master’s talents, the possibility that the throne could be transferred to you from your younger brother remains a matter of concern,” Sephira replied calmly in my mind.

“It doesn’t need to be a concern. I plan to keep a low profile.”

“That objective has already collapsed.”

Sephira was merciless.

In any case, the throne was never going to fall to me. The only reason I seemed impressive right now was because my mentality was somewhat more jaded than Terry’s, whose mind was truly that of a child.

Once we both grew older and became closer in maturity, I would surely end up seeming like just an ordinary person.

Terry, who from a young age had been given an excellent education, a strong environment, and the foundations to build connections, would absolutely grow into a far greater emperor.

“Now then,” Katel said, raising his voice slightly, “I have prepared a document.”

At his signal, his aides—including the bob-cut aide—began walking around the hall, distributing the papers.

They were copies of the report I had written. I heard that all of my father’s clerks had worked together to transcribe it.

“This is a report submitted by Arsha, the first prince, concerning the fourth prince’s symptoms,” Katel announced.

Thanks to Diora, academic papers from Lukiusaria had been sent to us, and with the Wearrel’s guidance I had managed to shape something that looked reasonably scholarly.

In my previous life, I used to find typing on a keyboard at work annoying, but now I truly appreciated what a civilized tool it had been compared to handwriting. I’d even been forced to learn a special script used for official documents.

“As an additional note from me,” Katel continued while the assembled nobles read the documents being distributed, “the sweets were personally prepared by the second prince. They were made under the supervision of the consort as well. Furthermore, according to testimony from both the third and fourth princes, the first prince never entered the gazebo, and the sweets each of them ate were ones they chose themselves.”

While people read through the materials that had been handed out, my father spoke.

As for the matter of allergies, the report referred to the eastern folktale known as the Crab’s Curse, using it to deny the idea of an actual curse. If necessary, it could simply be dismissed as a child citing an old folktale.

“And you expect us to believe such a conveniently fabricated story?” Lukaios scoffed. “Your Majesty’s favoritism has gone too far.”

Duke Lukaios had already decided he would not believe it. Some of the nobles who had been murmuring followed his lead.

Even nobles who were neither my allies nor my enemies, those who had merely been surprised by the contents, now began looking at me with suspicion.

“A story that hasn’t even been verified is out of the question,” one of them declared.

“So then, are you suggesting that Duke Lukaios intends for Wanel to be made to eat the food that would poison him as well?” Katel replied evenly.

“I said no such thing,” Duke Lukaios answered stiffly.

“It is written there,” Katel said, gesturing toward the documents. “The twins possess exactly the same constitution, and their statements confirm that similar incidents have occurred before. If one wished to prove this matter experimentally, it would require observing Wanel after exposure, because using Fel would now be far too dangerous to his life. However, the report clearly states that such an act cannot be carried out due to ethical and moral considerations.”

Of course, there was no way I could make my little brother consume an allergen just to test it. If a hospital examination had already determined a safe threshold, that would be one thing, but I was an amateur. It was far too frightening to attempt.

Also, while Duke Lukaios might read quickly, I wished he wouldn’t skip the important parts. I hadn’t verified it and had no intention of doing so, but I had clearly written the reasons why.

“Let me also say this for the record,” Katel added. “The report includes proposals intended to improve Fel’s health going forward.”

At that, Duke Lukaios briefly glanced down at the document again, then raised his head almost immediately, as though he saw no need to consider it at all.

How exactly did he manage to pick out only the points that could be used to accuse me?

While thinking that, I could do nothing but stand there silently without saying a single word.

“Why was I even summoned here? Wait… Wasn’t my job already finished the moment I handed the materials to His Majesty?”

“It is likely you were summoned to be made an example of.”

“I didn’t need to hear that kind of speculation, Sephira.”

“If measures taken to save a life are to be punished, that would put us in quite a difficult position,” Strateg said at this point, making it clear that he could not align himself with Duke Lukaios.

If a crime were attached to what I had done, the palace guard would not be able to do their jobs. After all, they couldn’t operate if something like this happened: you grab a young prince’s arm so he doesn’t fall, his shoulder gets dislocated, and suddenly—guilty!

“Are we not being overly cautious?” Duke Lukaios countered. “No one has ever heard of such an illness. It is nothing more than a contrived explanation.”

“No one has ever been able to diagnose Fel’s condition,” Emperor Katel replied evenly. “It is only natural that no one has heard of it. Duke Lukaios, what do you say? Even if we wait until the credibility of Arsha’s discovery has been properly verified, it will not be too late.”

When my father pressed the point, almost as if coaxing the hesitant nobles, it seemed the undecided faction began to shift. The momentum to paint me completely guilty weakened.

Even so, because Duke Lukaios stubbornly insisted that I could not be declared innocent, the final outcome settled on treating me as something in the gray area between innocent and guilty.

※※※



A day after the farce in the great hall, my situation remained unchanged, left alone under the name of maintaining the status quo. At least I had avoided being punished, thanks to the disgraceful false accusation, so that was good enough.

“Maybe it was just difficult to explain,” I said. “It didn’t seem like many people believed it.”

“Judging by the atmosphere,” Herkoff replied realistically, “I’d say we’d be lucky if even a third of His Highness’s argument was accepted.”

“I was surprised that Duke Lukaios was so stubborn,” the Wearrel added with clear disappointment. “I had heard he was a fair-minded man.”

Herkoff spoke frankly about how things had looked in the hall, while the Wearrel seemed somewhat disheartened.

In fact, my attendants had been present in that hall as well, standing far along the walls, in a place even farther from the center than I was, with no right to speak.

“Perhaps they focused too narrowly on identifying someone they could call the culprit and ended up losing sight of everything else,” Ikuto suggested. “Or perhaps the culprit didn’t matter at all. The real objective may simply have been to eliminate Prince Arsha.”

Ikuto was saying some rather unsettling things.

“I wonder what kind of person Duke Lukaios really is,” I said. “From my perspective, he just seems like someone ruled by suspicion.”

“I don’t understand how you can remain so calm about this,” the Wearrel muttered.

While we were talking, Marquis Strateg appeared from the antechamber of the Golden Chamber. Revan had arrived ahead of him to announce his visit, so I had simply been chatting with my attendants while waiting.

Meanwhile, Sephira had been answering my earlier question without speaking aloud.

“Critics say that by turning enemies into allies depending on the times, he has been accused of lacking consistency—”

“I get it, Duke Lukaios has had quite a turbulent life. Let’s focus on Marquis Strateg for now.”

There were stories about conspiracies, about surviving political upheavals, even about how he had once been removed from office only to rise back to prominence again. Because he had survived all of that and still produced solid results, the general consensus was that he was an excellent and capable statesman.

But for the moment, I had to deal with Marquis Strateg, who had ostensibly come once again to question me.

“It’s irritating that Duke Lukaios managed to steer things so well in the direction of making me look bad,” I remarked.

“That kind of insight is exactly what makes you seem so unchildlike,” Revan said bluntly.

Ikuto quietly drove an elbow into Revan’s side without changing his expression. Since Marquis Strateg pretended not to see it, I decided to follow his lead. Revan wasn’t easily fazed anyway.

“Because the first prince is so quiet, people are saying those documents must have been something his attendants came up with,” Revan added.

As expected, he wasn’t fazed at all.

“If they underestimate me and leave me alone, that would actually be ideal,” I said. “So, Marquis Strateg, you do believe that those ideas were my own. But even so, you find them that implausible?”

“I would say they are difficult to believe at first glance,” Marquis Strateg replied evenly. “However, I am aware of your extraordinary imagination and comprehension. So I would not say it is impossible.”

In other words, people’s opinions seemed to depend on how much they trusted me as a person.

“Hm… I thought the consort believed it,” I said thoughtfully. “She was reading it so intently.”

“You only looked like you were spacing out, and you were actually watching things that closely?” Revan blurted in disbelief. “Wow!”

After letting out a strange yelp, Revan began rubbing his back for some reason. Had Ikuto pinched his backside this time?

“By keeping my field of vision wide and avoiding focusing on any single point,” I explained calmly, “I tried to both observe people’s reactions and present myself as harmless.”

“Isn’t that a rather questionable way to apply your talents?” Strateg said with a skeptical frown. “Just what exactly are you people teaching him?”

The marquis regarded my attendants with unwarranted suspicion, but before I could object, Herkoff merely shrugged with a predatory grin, unconcerned even when addressing someone of the marquis’s rank.

“How His Highness chooses to use what he’s taught is up to him,” Herkoff replied casually. “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink.”

Marquis Strateg turned back to me with a displeased expression, apparently deciding to prioritize his work.

“May I ask why the consort’s attention was drawn so strongly?” Strateg asked.

“Well, even I could tell something was wrong the first time I met him,” I answered, thinking back to the moment. “So I figured that if I showed the reason and the cause, his mother might recall something relevant. And she did end up reading the materials very carefully.”

I had also seen that she left the hall immediately afterward.

“If she compares it with the circumstances of his previous collapses, she should be able to narrow down the list of foods that might have triggered it,” I continued. “I figured either His Majesty or the consort would do that. As long as the information reached them, that’s enough for me.”

“So the reason you appeared in that hall was to warn the consort?” Strateg asked, narrowing his eyes slightly.

“Hm… Not so much for the consort’s sake,” I said after a moment. “More for Fel, Wanel, and Terry. They’d gone to all the trouble of preparing that tea party, and it ended up completely ruined.”

In the end, I had made all three of them cry.

Thinking about it again made me feel a little depressed. Fel and Wanel had been smiling so brightly, and then they were crying with their faces red. It had also been a shock to realize Terry was afraid of me, and it made me angry that it was all because of other people’s assumptions.

“I just thought it would be nice if they could have another tea party next time without worrying,” I said quietly. “So as long as someone makes sure he doesn’t collapse again, that’s good enough.”

I had thought I could become friends with Terry. When he was three, he had seemed completely unaware of the complicated concerns of adults.

But when I saw them again after three years, that hope was dashed. A distance had formed between us, and it wasn’t something that could easily be closed, nor would Duke Lukaios ever allow it to be.

Maybe the next time we met, even Fel and Wanel would hate me too. Unlike with Terry, this time it was fact that I was the one who had made them cry.

“Is that really all?” Revan asked, narrowing his eyes in open suspicion. “I heard you got quite a tongue-lashing from the second prince. Aren’t you plotting something more troublesome?”

“Not really,” I replied with a small shrug. “If anything, I’d just like to know why he seemed so scared of me.”

“Isn’t it more accurate to say he hates you?” Revan shot back.

Like the rude man he was, Revan shrugged. Though for someone putting on a brave front, his face was twitching pretty badly with Ikuto and Herkoff holding him firmly by both arms.

“Revan,” I said evenly, “if you knew it would cause trouble for Marquis Strateg, would you still put your own feelings first?”

The moment he heard that, Revan imagined himself in that position and was silent.

“I do want to get along with my younger brothers,” I continued calmly. “But if I forcefully close the distance, the one who’ll be troubled by it is His Majesty. No matter what I might think, if the choice is between doing it or not, I won’t do something that drags His Majesty down.”

“I see,” Marquis Strateg said with a thoughtful nod. “If you truly desired the imperial throne, you would certainly handle things more skillfully than that.”

“I don’t,” I stated flatly.

Marquis Strateg nodded, but I had denied it clearly so there would be no misunderstanding.

To be honest, even if this ended with me no longer being a prince, it would be troublesome but not an outcome I’d hate. The only irritating part was that it would play right into Duke Lukaios’s plans. For that matter, the emperor’s throne and the imperial family’s name meant nothing to me.

“Ah.”

“What is it this time?” Revan asked, eyeing me warily. He had looked uncomfortable and kept his mouth shut momentarily, but in the end, curiosity got the better of him.

“It’s nothing major,” I said lightly. “I just thought of something I’d like to do. Something that could make use of this whole situation.”

The moment a smile spread across my face, both Revan and Marquis Strateg stiffened with uneasy expressions. Meanwhile, the Wearrel lowered his eyelids halfway and gave Revan a flat, knowing look.

“You’re the one who keeps stimulating Lord Arsha’s imagination,” the Wearrel said flatly.

“His Highness usually endures things quietly,” Herkoff added with a sigh. “But once he decides to act, there’s no hesitation.”

“And once he thinks of a plan, he carries it out,” Ikuto finished calmly. “He always finds a way to make it possible.”

As my attendants spoke, Marquis Strateg turned his gaze toward Revan. He immediately bowed his head to me, then cautiously lifted his face just enough to peek in my direction.

“My apologies,” he said quickly. “If I apologize, would you reconsider…?”

“I won’t,” I replied with a smile.

Hearing my answer, not only Revan but even Marquis Strateg lowered his head in resignation.

※※※



Even someone like me, whose daily life consisted mostly of practically self-imposed confinement, had days when I dressed up properly. Those were the days I met with my father, the emperor.

Today wasn’t supposed to be one of those days, but five days had passed since the farce in the great hall, and this time the request had come from my father himself. Of course, I welcomed it. Whatever the reason, being able to see my father made me happy as a child.

“That’s what I thought, but… what is this situation?”

I was still in my residential wing, receiving guests in the antechamber connected to the Golden Chamber.

“Emperor Katel and Empress Laminia are seated before the master.”

Sephira stated a fact that was technically correct but completely missed the point of what I wanted to know.

Meanwhile, I glanced toward the familiar bowl-cut attendant standing behind my father.

Yet there had been no explanation as to why Father had suddenly come here, nor any notice whatsoever about the empress accompanying him. On top of that, there were more attendants present than usual.

“Sorry for the sudden visit, Arsha,” Katel said.

“Not at all,” I replied politely. “This place is part of Your Majesty’s domain. There is no need to hold back on my account.”

Our meetings were usually far more casual, but today both Father and I chose our words stiffly, conscious of the many eyes around us.

Watching our cautious exchange, the empress—the source of the tense situation—was the one who spoke first.

“You were told His Majesty would be visiting,” Laminia said coldly. “Yet not even tea has been served. It seems quite clear you have no intention of welcoming us.”

It was probably meant as a cutting remark from her, but both Father and I, and even his bowl-cut attendant, stiffened.

After all, no one had prepared any tea.

“I apologize for the lack of proper hospitality,” I said politely. “I rarely receive guests here. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll prepare something myself.”

“You can do that, Arsha?” Katel asked with mild surprise.

“Yes. I happen to have some good coffee,” I replied. “And with alchemical equipment, I can brew it in a way that’s different from the usual method.”

Siphon-style brewing wasn’t common here, mainly because the equipment didn’t exist. There were no coffee filters either; the usual method was to stir the grounds directly into boiling water, let them settle, and drink the clear liquid from the top.

“That won’t be necessary.”

The empress rejected the offer immediately. Father, who had started to say something, quietly closed his mouth again. The tension surrounding her seemed to be pressing down on him as well. I had only met her a handful of times before, but the manner with which she carried herself today was unlike anything I’d seen from her before.

“I have come only to question the true nature of the poison that harmed my son.” Laminia said coldly, fixing me with a piercing stare.

She fixed me with a sharp stare, as though already convinced that I had been the one to administer it.

“Hmm… could it be that preparing that report actually made her more certain that I’m the culprit?”

“Why is the master not being evaluated correctly?”

“This situation wasn’t what I expected, but bias is at play—both on their side and because I provoked it.”

“Proposal: suggest a reenactment experiment using the third prince.”

“Rejected. I’m not doing something so cruel. I’d like to remain a harmless prince quietly devoted to alchemy.”

“That objective has already collapsed. Continuing the attempt is inefficient.”

“Hey, Sephira Sephirot. Try to be a little more considerate of human feelings. And besides, we need to deal with this situation right now, so save it for later.”

While I was quietly arguing with Sephira in my head, the empress had already begun speaking again.

“First, show me this suspicious alchemy room of yours,” Laminia demanded sharply.

“Oh… No, that would be…” I began hesitantly.

“So there is something shameful you’re hiding,” Laminia concluded coldly.

“It’s a matter of safety management,” I explained carefully. “Alchemy involves chemicals and furnaces. There’s also a lot of glass apparatus. If you intend to observe while wearing jewelry, I cannot guarantee your safety.”

“Spare me the excuses,” Laminia cut in dismissively. “I hear that even His Majesty has never seen whether you truly practice alchemy. Someone like you claiming to manage the safety of such a place is arrogance.”

Her stance was unusually aggressive. Until now, she had always avoided involvement with me as much as possible, so this was the first time she had taken such an active position. Yet despite the boldness of her words, the lack of composure in her expression reminded me of Terry the second time I had met him.

“Laminia, wait,” Katel said firmly. “At the very least, Arsha has never caused any problems related to alchemy. And as for the reason why I’ve never seen it… it’s because this is my first time coming here.”

Father admitted this with an apologetic look.

The empress’s expression went blank as she turned to stare at him, clearly unsure of what she had just heard.

“Well… yes,” Katel continued awkwardly. “I thought it best not to trouble you with such matters, but perhaps this is a good opportunity after all.”

For some reason, Father looked at me with the expression of someone who had made up his mind.

“Arsha,” Katel said seriously, “answer me truthfully. Aside from the three men standing there, who else takes care of you? There are far too little signs of people living here.”

I never expected him to notice.

And since there were no other names I could give, all I could do was remain silent.

Because I didn’t answer immediately, Father seemed to realize the truth—no maids had ever been assigned here at all. His eyes widened slightly, and a faint anger surfaced. He must have realized that the Count Nistaf family, who were supposed to arrange my attendants, had done nothing.

“Wearrel. Herkoff. Ikuto,” Katel asked again, his voice quieter now. “Other than them, who attends to Arsha?”

“No one,” I admitted at last.

Father’s face had gone pale.

That was probably how any parent would react after discovering they had neglected their child for so long that they didn’t even know how he was living.

Strangely enough, it made me a little happy.

In my previous life, my parents had scolded me for being pathetic even when I collapsed from anemia after overworking myself. Compared to that, a parent who felt ashamed and regretful was far better.

And because Father was that kind of person… I had kept quiet until now.

“That’s impossible,” Laminia said in disbelief, finally catching up with the situation. “Then who, exactly, has been taking care of the first prince?”

She looked flustered now, clearly suspecting that I was lying.

“I can do that myself,” I replied simply.

“What about changing clothes? Serving meals? Preparing your bath?” Laminia demanded sharply. “Do you really think you can brush this aside by claiming you do everything yourself?”

Right… this woman had been born a duke’s daughter. Being glared at like that didn’t exactly help.

“Arsha, show me your rooms,” Katel said at last, his voice firm. “No more evasions.”

I had kept quiet about my situation, and lately it had become harder to hide my manner of speech, which wasn’t quite appropriate for my age. When he spoke with the stern authority of the emperor, there was no way I could refuse.

And so, in my seventh year living in the palace, Father finally discovered how poorly I had been treated.

“There’s nothing here,” Katel murmured.

“Why… Why are there no personal belongings?” Laminia asked, stunned.

“Well, um… the things Your Majesty gave me are in the closet,” I said carefully. “There are plenty of them.”

Since we had been in the Golden Chamber, we moved from there through the salon, then the bedroom, and finally toward the Emerald Chamber. Both Father and the empress looked increasingly shaken.

I opened the small adjoining room connected to the bedroom and showed them the closet.

Even there, Father stared in disbelief.

“This was given to you for your birth month celebration. Why are clothes that no longer fit you still here?” Katel asked, his voice trembling.

He was holding a garment I had long since outgrown, his face looking close to tears.

“It makes no sense that there isn’t even a carpet,” Laminia said, clearly disturbed. “And where are the family portraits? The paintings marking your growth? At the very least, a portrait of your birth mother should be displayed.”

Her perspective was different from Father’s. She was thinking like someone raised in the highest aristocracy. Apparently, what troubled her most was that there were no paintings decorating the room.

“Your Highness, let’s move on quickly,” Herkoff whispered in my ear. “If we keep going, the damage will be less severe.”

“And there’s no way to hide anything now,” the Wearrel added quietly. “Stopping at each room will only drag this out.”

Ikuto had remained behind in the Golden Chamber’s salon with the others, so the only one accompanying us besides my attendants was the bowl-cut aide.

“Wait,” Father said sharply. “Herkoff, Wearrel, what do you mean by that ominous remark? Don’t tell me the other rooms are the same?”

Because Father had noticed something he shouldn’t have, our tour continued—now consisting of a hurried journey through the Blue Chamber and the Red Chamber as well.

By the time we reached the door leading from the Red Chamber to the Emerald Chamber, not only Father but even the empress had fallen silent in shock at the unchanged emptiness of the rooms. If anything, it made me begin to feel uncomfortable.

“Um… beyond here is the room where I do alchemy,” I said, trying to sound cheerful as I pushed the door wide open. “It actually has the most things in it. The Wearrel brought some of them back for me from the academy in Lukiusaria.”

Inside, the built-in shelves were filled with equipment, and much of the floor space was taken up with neatly arranged tools. Assembled distillation apparatus stood alongside furnaces set into fired bases, while beakers and flasks of many shapes were lined up in ways that were still pleasing to the eye.

“Why… why is there such a big difference?” Katel murmured faintly. “Have I really been… that…”

He seemed even more dejected now.

The empress, however, only frowned more deeply.

“What exactly are you spending your stipend on?” Laminia demanded. “If you can gather this much equipment, you should first ensure that your residence is suitably presentable for a prince. Though it seems you had no tutor to teach you such matters.”

She cast a sideways glance at my attendants as she said this unmistakably rude remark.

Then she fixed me with a sharp stare.

“I hear you can obtain a luxury item like coffee, yet you cannot even prepare something as simple as a carpet to receive His Majesty in a room befitting his station,” Laminia said sharply as she fixed me with a stern look. “Hmm? But you said this was his first visit?” she added, her voice faltering slightly as doubt crept into her expression.

The momentum of her scolding faded, giving way to uncertainty.

At that moment, Herkoff addressed Father, who allowed him to speak frankly.

“The coffee came from an acquaintance of mine,” Herkoff explained casually.

Perhaps it was those words that stirred him. Father, who had been standing there in a daze, slowly turned to look at me.

“That’s right… The stipend,” Katel said. “Arsha, show me the report for your allowance. You said even these tools were given to you. What happened for there to be so few belongings here?”

If I answered honestly, Father would end up hurting again.

What should I do?

The moment I fell silent, the bowl-cut attendant let out a small sigh.

“Your Majesty, if I may answer in his place,” the bowl-cut attendant said respectfully. “There is no report. The first prince has not been granted a stipend, so there is no report to present.”

“That’s absurd!” Katel exclaimed in disbelief. “I most certainly arranged for Arsha to receive one! Besides, it is an imperial rule that princes are granted stipends. Even I had one!”

It seemed that, although he had once been an acknowledged but illegitimate child, Father himself had received a prince’s stipend through Count Nistaf. Apparently, that had even served as proof of his status when he later became crown prince.

“Why?” Katel murmured in confusion. “Arsha is my son…”

It appeared that, from Father’s perspective, he had been allocating a stipend to me. After all, it was because of him that I had been granted the position of prince. The fact that I was allowed to live in the palace alone made that undeniable.

However, I was not the empress’s child, and there had always been debate over whether I fully met the qualifications of a prince. In other words, although I was my father’s legitimate son, I was not the emperor’s legitimate heir. That meant it was entirely possible that I would not receive everything normally granted to a prince who was the emperor’s son.

“Arsha,” Katel asked hesitantly, “what… what did Count Nistaf do?”

“Nothing,” I answered.

It might have been a bad time to say it, but this much needed to be said.

“Before Harty left my service, she went to the Nistaf household herself and confronted them about their misconduct,” I explained quietly.

I told him about the gifts from the viscount’s family that had been embezzled, and about how they had said they didn’t want me.

“So since moving to the palace,” I continued calmly, “I have neither met them nor exchanged even a single letter.”

“That’s… impossible,” Katel whispered.

Staggering back a step, he covered his face with his hands.

I was shocked too. I had assumed they were simply cold, efficient bureaucrats. But they had really resorted to deception on this level? Telling him leave it to us while hiding the fact that they had abandoned me… That was practically the same as telling him not to interfere.

When Father lowered his hands again, his face had turned red with anger.

“So that’s the kind of people they are… the kind they’ve always been,” Katel said bitterly. “And yet when they told me that, as emperor, I should entrust such matters to them, I convinced myself there must have been some affection there. I should never have entrusted Arsha to them.”

It seemed that his own family had been just as cold toward him. The first time they told him to leave things to them, he must have allowed himself to hope.

Yes… I could understand that. You convince yourself someone cares, and when that hope is betrayed, it hurts.

“I’m sorry, Arsha,” Katel said quietly. “This is my failure.”

“There is no need for Your Majesty to apologize,” I replied gently. “I know you’ve always been concerned about me.”

When I tried to comfort him, Father only frowned in troubled frustration.

“And because you were so composed…” Katel began, trailing off as if he wanted to say he had been deceived.

Well… I had deceived him.

But after everything that happened, I now knew he had enough authority to push back even against Duke Lukaios. If that was the case, dealing with a mere count should be easy enough.

Just as that thought crossed my mind, an unexpected voice came from the side.

“What a terrible thing… How truly terrible…” Laminia murmured in a trembling voice.

When I turned to look, she had covered her mouth with both hands, and there were tears streaming down her face. Even the bowl-cut attendant jerked in surprise, and I was stunned myself.

“I… to think that I… treated such a pitiful child like this all this time…” Laminia said through her tears. “I even allowed myself to be foolishly jealous, worried you might steal His Majesty away from me… when you were enduring such hardship that you could not even voice it. There was nothing you could have done. And yet I ended up separating a father from his child… I meant to protect my own children, and instead… Oh…”

This was… troublesome.

Apparently, my circumstances had struck her with such guilt that she had burst into tears.

“What should I do? His Majesty was worried about the money situation, so I was thinking of quietly mentioning the Dink liquor business… but the atmosphere definitely doesn’t allow for that now.”

“Would a parent feel reassured if they heard the words ‘I’ve been earning money through illicit brewing’?” Sephira asked with genuine curiosity.

That was painfully reasonable. Honestly, I doubted she even understood that the phrase itself sounded bad.

Yes… thinking about it calmly, I definitely couldn’t say that I had been sneaking out of the palace and building a factory. I should stick to the original plan and avoid saying anything unnecessary.

“Your Majesty,” I said formally, lowering my head. “There are many ways in which I fall short as a prince. The disturbance that occurred recently is likewise the result of my own failings, and I deeply regret it.”

“That is not true,” Laminia said firmly, interrupting. “You saved Fel.”

Support… from the empress?

Wait… could it be—

“Have you discovered what food is poisonous to Fel and Wanel?” I asked.

“Yes,” Laminia replied, nodding. “I heard what you told Wanel, that anything he could eat safely would also be safe. That child took your words seriously and insisted on tasting everything first before letting Fel eat it.”

As a result, Fel’s recovery from his symptoms had been faster than usual this time, and he had recovered without the usual relapse.

The decisive push had been my report. Once they understood what Wanel had been doing, they reviewed the meals Fel had eaten on the occasions when he collapsed in the past. From that, they narrowed the possible allergens down to three and eliminated them one by one.

“I’m glad I could help,” I murmured in relief.

“You truly were worried about them, weren’t you?” Empress Laminia said softly.

“His Majesty told me to set an example for my younger brothers,” I replied.

“I did say that, but… I did not mean for you to endure so much…” Father said awkwardly, clearly disheartened.

I felt a little bad seeing him so down, but that wasn’t actually the point I wanted to make. In fact, now that my greatest worry was gone, a smile slipped onto my face.

“That said, it is still true that I fell short as a prince,” I continued calmly. “As punishment, please sever the Nistaf family’s guardianship over me.”

I had no desire to keep carrying a name that belonged to people whose presence made no difference in my life. And for those who had deliberately treated me as a prince set apart from the others, it would serve as a small measure of payback.

Now that the greatest concern—my brothers’ safety—had been secured, I found myself smiling with genuine relief.



Chapter Five: Called “Elder Brother”


Thinking back on it, my father, the emperor, had never once asked about the progress of my studies or about the friends I kept. Most likely, he himself had never experienced that sort of attention when he was a child.

Because of that, there were many ways in which my life was lacking and many things he failed to notice—so much so that I’d managed to deceive him for a long time now. Considering he had been raised by the House of Count Nistaf, the very family that declared they didn’t need me, was the emperor even capable of imagining a father who checked in on their child?

As I was thinking this, a visitor arrived at my residential quarters. It was the familiar letter carrier, Revan.

“Officially speaking, if there’s been any kind of change, I have to confirm it as part of my duties… so I’ll check, but…” Revan began reluctantly, his expression clearly showing how little he wanted to deal with this.

“Why are you in such a good mood?” Revan continued suspiciously. “It hasn’t even been half a year since you were accused of attempting to assassinate someone, right? After getting hauled up and publicly grilled in front of that audience, isn’t this a bit strange?”

“I thought the palace guard would already know,” I replied calmly. “Didn’t you hear that I’ve been summoned to Her Highness the Consort’s chambers?”

“Yes, I know,” Revan answered matter-of-factly. “That’s where you meet the younger princes, right? Apparently her attitude suddenly softened after she came to visit you in this very room, so there was quite a commotion over in the main palace.”

Even so, Revan didn’t ask why Her Highness had softened toward me. Considering he had come to this empty room again and again despite repeatedly claiming nothing was here, he could probably guess.

“Even though rumors are spreading that you were punished for the attempted assassination,” Revan muttered skeptically, “reality doesn’t exactly match that.”

“Ah, so that’s how it looks to everyone?” I said with quiet acceptance. “But Count Nistaf’s name was getting in the way. I figured that if I pretended to be punished on the surface, the dukes would stop making such a fuss and interfering.”

Using the apology I had offered my father as justification, the name Nistaf was removed from my own. With that, the discrimination attached to my name disappeared, and the nominal guardian I had in name only was now gone as well. Losing a guardian was treated as a punishment in the eyes of society, but a guardian who had never done anything in the first place hardly mattered to me.

On top of that, Her Highness the Consort herself had begun inviting me to her rooms, so anyone perceptive enough would realize that, in reality, no punishment had been imposed at all.

“Word is, when the emperor severed the first prince’s guardianship, he clashed with the House of Count Nistaf,” Revan said, continuing in a conversational tone. “The rumor that the ones who were really reprimanded were the count’s family is starting to sound a lot more believable.”

After watching my reaction, Revan’s shoulders slumped.

“No, I knew you hadn’t had any contact with them,” Revan admitted with a sigh. “But being in that good a mood… just what did the House of Count Nistaf do to you? I’ve heard the count’s second son—who was working in the Ministry of Finance—got personally called out by the emperor and shoved to a window seat.”

“Oh? There was someone from the Nistaf family in Finance?” I asked with mild curiosity.

“Hey, this isn’t someone else’s problem,” Revan shot back. “They say the clash between Finance and the emperor was about Your Highness’s stipend.”

Knowing full well and still steering the conversation there—Revan really had it rough.

The reason I was in such a good mood had nothing to do with any of that. It was simply because I’d get to see my younger brothers again.

Still, the matter of the stipend wasn’t unrelated to me. Her Highness the Consort, after softening toward me, had offered to arrange a meeting, but one of the reasons it had taken so long to schedule until recently was tied to that issue.

Apparently, I had been assigned a stipend since the age of four.

The finance official in charge never informed me that it existed and left it unused for an entire year. After that, the unused budget was cut annually, causing the stipend to shrink year after year. After seven years of that neglect—which was essentially the Finance Department engaging in targeted harassment—the stipend still existed on paper, but the repeated cuts for unused funds had reduced it to practically nothing.

However, procedurally there was no problem. Cutting unused budgets was done in other cases as well, and there was even a process meant to prevent that: submitting the necessary paperwork. But since no one had told me about it, there was no way I could have done it. In order to restore the stipend, the first step had been proving that there had been procedural irregularities, which ended up consuming a considerable amount of time.

“Since the fault lay on their side, His Majesty learned the true circumstances and has begun reforming the Finance Ministry,” the Wearrel said sharply. “Do you have some objection to that?”

Annoyed by how persistently Revan kept pressing the issue, the Wearrel flicked his tail irritably.

Because of what had happened to me, Father had gained a reason to interfere in the Ministry of Finance—a crucial department in the workings of a massive organization. Apparently he had dealt with the higher-ups there quite harshly, but I hadn’t known that Count Nistaf’s second son had been among those working in Finance.

As for me, a letter had suddenly arrived from Count Nistaf the other day.

I hadn’t even read it before passing it along to Father, and its contents had only made him angrier, so it probably contained nothing worthwhile.

Letters of complaint had also arrived from my maternal grandfather’s viscount house. I wrote back explaining Count Nistaf’s breach of duty and the Finance Ministry’s mishandling, and in response an extremely deferential letter of apology came back, after which they fell quiet. Apparently, the count had merely asked them—using the connection forged by their former marital ties—to intercede on his behalf.

When the letters were being exchanged, Father let slip that Count Nistaf had clung to him arrogantly, demanding that he not do anything foolish.

He had apparently insisted on all sorts of things—that only by discarding an unnecessary eldest son could the emperor fulfill his duty. Father, angered, said he had driven the count away, telling him that such thinking was exactly why the count himself had cast aside an unnecessary third son.

“Oh, right— Revan,” I said, remembering something. “The finance official who’ll be assigned to me is coming here soon to introduce himself, so tell Marquis Strateg not to interfere.”

The palace’s left wing was under watch from all sorts of departments, not just the palace guard. At this point, it might be more accurate to say entrance and exit were practically sealed off.

It had started with the baseless accusation that I made Terry cry, and this time it was thanks to the alleged attempted assassination of Fel. Even if the claims were completely unfounded, everyone was on edge—they didn’t want trouble occurring under their jurisdiction.

“Whoa… being assigned exclusively to the first prince. That’s one hell of a demotion, isn’t it— Wait?!” Revan blurted out in disbelief.

Revan, who had once again said something innapropriate, suddenly had his arm twisted behind his back by Ikuto, who had approached without a sound. In the scuffle, a letter slipped from inside Revan’s coat. Instantly, Ikuto released him and carefully picked up the fallen letter, brushing it clean.

“My deepest apologies, Prince Arsha. I have allowed dirt to touch a letter from the princess.”

“It’s fine. If things had continued as they were, I might never have gotten to read Diora’s letter,” I replied lightly. “Ah, so that’s why you were acting strangely pushy. Diora is coming to the Empire again, isn’t she?”

After I confirmed the contents of the letter, Revan checked it as well. Even so, his hesitation to hand it over despite already knowing about Diora’s visit likely meant that the arrival of royalty from the Kingdom of Lukiusaria had already become a topic of discussion.

Even through writing, the joy in the letter came through clearly, and the smile already gracing my face softened even further. It seemed that the results of the research Diora had long been pursuing at the academy in Lukiusaria—her cultivation experiments—had finally borne fruit. Hearing that news filled me with simple, genuine happiness for her. Apparently, they had succeeded in establishing stable cultivation of a medicinal herb with mana recovery properties.

She would officially report herachievement and, as the emperor planned to grant her a reward, come all the way to the imperial capital. Her results had been eagerly awaited and closely watched. Since Diora had been telling me about the progress in her letters throughout the process, I found it particularly fascinating.

“But if this much attention is focused on it, I probably won’t be able to attend,” I said, my earlier excitement fading into quiet resignation.

“Well then, couldn’t the first prince just ask His Majesty and force his way in?” Revan suggested flippantly.

“Doing something like that would only make people glare at me even more,” I replied calmly.

“My, my. If the distinguished lords managed to sap Your Highness’s motivation, I suppose all their harassment was worth the effo—guh?!” Revan quipped mockingly.

Revan had been rattling on eloquently, only to suddenly expel all the air from his lungs and fall silent. When I lifted my eyes from the letter that had just been returned to my hands, I saw Helkoff—his face like that of a beast—hoisting Revan up from behind by the collar.

“I’ll take this trash out for you, Your Highness,” Helkoff said flatly.

“You’ll have to return him to Marquis Strateg later, so do make sure he can still breath,” I replied mildly.

Because I never really reprimanded him, Revan tended to let something slip about once every three conversations and ended up receiving a swift iron-fisted punishment. This time he remained suspended in Helkoff’s grip, clutching at his collar to keep his airway open, apparently no longer possessing the breath to say anything.

“Now that I think about it,” I continued thoughtfully, “the new finance official coming here will probably feel like he’s been exiled, right? Which means he has probably only heard negative rumors about me. I wonder how I should handle that?”

As long as he did his job, that was fine. But if he turned out to be the sort who noisily pried into things like Revan did, I’d rather he showed a bit of restraint.

Once Helkoff released his collar, Revan looked at me with an expression that made it hard to tell whether he was still struggling to breathe or simply puzzled.

“What kind of ‘handling’ are we talking about?” Revan asked hoarsely. “You know, the prince who supposedly attempted to assassinate the beloved imperial princes, the cherished sons of His Majesty who’s famous for being both a devoted husband and doting father, the one aiming to seize the throne far beyond his station, the prince obsessed only with that vulgar hobby of alchemy, completely talentless—no, worse, dull and slow—”

“That’s enough. I understand that’s the palace’s general opinion of me,” I cut in calmly. “But if you don’t close your mouth soon, you’re going to be in danger.”

“Y-yes, sir…” Revan muttered.

In response to my warning, he immediately snapped his mouth shut and straightened his back. At the same moment, Ikuto halted the open-palm strike he had been about to deliver.

“If you’re willing to talk,” I said, shifting the topic, “I’d like to know what you know about the stipend. It’s not something I can just use freely for anything, right?”

At my question, Revan paused, looking thoughtful.

“I don’t know the details myself,” Revan admitted with a casual shrug, “but I think it’s basically expenses for dressing like a prince.”

At least when it came to clothing, I did look like a prince. But from the way Revan’s gaze wandered around the room, it was clear that “dressing” also included decorating one’s residence.

“And maybe using it to build connections?” Revan went on. “Like hosting tea parties or covering carriage costs when inviting people to salons?”

Ah, I see. I never would have thought of that if he hadn’t mentioned it. Revan might be rude, but he was still a noble.

“Well, in the first prince’s case, the quickest way would probably be buying art or jewelry,” Revan continued matter-of-factly. “Then when you don’t need them anymore, you can convert them back into money. Basically, you need to start building up assets.”

“Buying art and jewelry counts as saving money?” I asked with genuine curiosity. “If that’s the case, I was thinking of covering the cost of alchemy materials with my stipend instead.”

“Oh, that works too, I think,” Revan said after a moment. “With art and things like that, nobles sometimes become patrons under the pretext of preserving techniques. Academic research works the same way—other royal families either do the research themselves or act as patrons for researchers.”

A patron… a sponsor.

Personally, I’d rather do the work myself than fund someone else.

“Well,” Revan added lightly, speaking as if it had nothing to do with him, “if you don’t produce results worth presenting, they might not accept it as a valid use of funds. So do your best.”

“I see,” I said thoughtfully. “If I’m going to present something, it should be harmless. Something modest enough to be recognized but not so significant that they start cutting my stipend again.”

“In that case, Your Highness,” Helkoff suggested, “how about that small lightning lamp you mentioned before?”

“I am interested in it, but that won’t work,” I replied, shaking my head. “The demand and attention would be a little too high. It would be fine if the goal were to stand out or make a profit, but I’d rather produce something more inconspicuous.”

“Even so,” the Wearrel said carefully, “it would probably be better not to pursue that thing with the wine.”

What the Wearrel was referring to was probably alcohol distillation. Naturally that idea was out of the question—it would immediately be linked to Dinker. The factory was already running, and the palace had begun to hear about it. Now that recovering the investment seemed possible, I had already started planning the development of the next distillation apparatus. I couldn’t afford to have that interfered with.

At that moment, Ikuto turned his gaze toward the direction of the Emerald Chamber.

“Then how about that device that separates the coffee and the grounds?” Ikuto suggested thoughtfully. “It’s convenient, and it should give you a reasonable excuse.”

“The siphon? But that’s just a slightly modified distillation apparatus,” I replied.

Watching the three of us discuss it, Revan brushed back his blond hair and muttered under his breath.

“You could at least look a little more confused… honestly, you’re no fun.”

The remark earned him a sharp glare from Ikuto, making him flinch. Still, for a brief moment, Revan looked at me with an unusually serious expression.

“… Then again, Your Highness—why not place yourself under Marquis Strateg instead?”

“You’re saying strange things again,” I answered calmly. “I am still a prince. If I’ve been given a position, then I’ll act accordingly. I won’t serve under a subject. At least not while I’m calling myself a prince.”

I answered as a prince and followed it with a smile.

Revan raised both hands to shoulder height as if to say it had only been a joke, a wry smile spreading across his face.

“Honestly, it might have been better if you really were as slow as they say.”

With that, Revan let out a long sigh.

※※※



At the invitation of Her Highness the Consort, I stepped into the main palace building.

Word had apparently been properly circulated. Neither the palace guard, the imperial guard, nor the sentries stopped me… Or so I thought, until I noticed the emperor himself further down the corridor, beckoning me over.

He was even hiding half his body behind the large curtain that covered one of the corridor’s tall windows.

Looking around, I saw palace guards posted at both ends of the hallway. At that distance, they wouldn’t be able to hear anything we said. Beside the curtain stood Father’s usual attendant with the bobbed haircut. The meeting itself would not go unnoticed, but no one was in a position to eavesdrop.

“Your Majesty, I’m glad to see you,” I said politely as I approached. “What brings you here?”

“I’ve been so busy that I haven’t had the chance to come speak with you. My apologies,” Ketel said quietly. “I thought we should talk a little about Laminia and the others—your stepmother and your younger brothers.”

At his gesture, I stepped closer to the window, slipping partly behind the curtain with him.

Even though it was only a single curtain separating us from the corridor, simply being hidden in that dim, enclosed space made the moment feel strangely exciting.

Ikuto, who had accompanied me as my guard, remained outside the curtain together with the bob-haired attendant, keeping watch for anyone approaching.

Thinking about it, this was the first time I had ever stood face-to-face with Father like this, away from the eyes of others.

“First, I should say plainly that my own inadequacy is the reason for failing to notice it sooner,” Ketel began with a heavy expression. “That said, it seems the consort and your brothers were repeatedly told by those around them that you were after their lives.”

“You mean separately from what happened with Fel?” I asked to confirm.

Father nodded.

He avoided stating it outright, but from what I gathered, the “people around them” were those they saw every day—ladies-in-waiting, attendants, and the like. There were many of them, and they all voiced the same concerns, offering the same warnings: that the first prince was dangerous.

And the one who had arranged for those people to be placed around Her Highness the Consort and Terry was Duke Lukaios.

“Terry as well,” Ketel continued gravely. “He was told that the first prince sought the throne, that the two of you could never truly get along, and that he must never let his guard down. Of course, I explained that you would never do such a thing. He understands that now.”

So that was the reason for the mixture of fear and defiance he had displayed when we met with the twins.

“That’s awful. And the one who did something that could easily make a child distrust people… from Terry’s perspective, it was his own grandfather. So Duke Lukaios isn’t just cold toward me—he’s even cold toward his own blood?”

“Based on observations of activity within the palace, the one who devoted the greatest effort toward improving the fourth prince’s illness was Duke Lukaios.”

I had said it could come along as long as it stayed quiet. Then again, Sephira had tried to defend the duke in its own way.

In any case, it seemed Duke Lukaios had spared no effort when it came to Fel, whose claim to succession was weaker. Considering that he had also manipulated matters around the consort and Terry, perhaps he had believed it was a form of goodwill—preparing them to defend themselves.

From my perspective, though, his actions completely missed the mark and were nothing but a nuisance.

“Because of manpower issues, we haven’t been able to remove everyone involved,” Father admitted quietly. “It’s shameful, and I’m sorry. But Laminia and I will keep watch to ensure that no harm comes to you, Arsha.”

Unaware that I had been conversing with an unseen intelligence, Father spoke with resolve while lowering his gaze.

As for Her Highness the Consort, it seemed the pressure on her had been even more extreme. Many had invoked the imperial family’s past and warned her that in a struggle for succession, Terry or the twins might be killed.

After seeing how I actually lived, she realized those fears had been nothing more than delusions and came to deeply regret listening to them.

Apparently, the more Father tried to defend me, the more suspicious she had grown—until she began to fear that he secretly intended to make me Emperor. In tears, she later confessed that suspicion to him.

“Arsha, if you have any complaints, tell me,” Ketel said quietly, his voice weighed down with remorse. “Laminia and the others were simply misled by malice. The fault lies with me for failing to prevent it.”

“Your Majesty, please don’t lower your head,” I replied gently. “I’ve been looking forward to today very much. Rather than dwelling on mistakes in the past, I’m happy that we can grow closer from now on.”

Father started to say something, then clenched his teeth and stopped himself. After a moment he bent down and wrapped both arms around me in a tight embrace.

If he were merely a noble, he could choose his people freely at his own discretion. But in reality he was the emperor and someone who could not move the nation based on his own personal likes or dislikes. Even matters of family were entangled with political lineage, so there were surely things that troubled him.

“You never said you were suffering. You never said you were lonely,” Ketel murmured with quiet regret. “But you could have told me.”

Hearing those words, heavy with remorse, I smiled and brushed them aside.

If I had said I was suffering, or lonely, Father would certainly have set aside his position as Emperor and answered me as a parent. That was exactly why I hadn’t said anything. And when he wished I would rely on him, I pretended not to notice.

That was my own selfishness at play—my desire not to burden him. In doing so, I had neglected his feelings as a father.

So, there was no need for him to blame himself so deeply.

“Your Majesty, Her Highness the Consort is waiting for you,” Ikuto reminded softly. “It may be time to go.”

“Ah, you’re right,” Ketel said, collecting himself. “Arsha, Laminia can be rather tense because of her upbringing as a duke’s daughter, but at heart she’s kind. Please—”

“Yes,” I answered with a polite smile. “I hope I can grow close with Her Highness as well.”

Father gave a troubled, wry smile. Perhaps my answer had been a little too textbook.

“I’ll come by to check on things as well when I have a moment between affairs of state.”

“I’ll be looking forward to it.” I replied politely, inclining my head.

Father and I stepped out from behind the curtain and began walking down the corridor in opposite directions. Before long I reached the section of the palace where only members of the imperial family were permitted to enter. Without encountering anyone besides the posted guards, I made my way toward the consort’s salon.

“Welcome, Arsha. I’ve been waiting for you,” Laminia greeted warmly. “Come, sit here. There’s no need for stiff formalities—please make yourself comfortable.”

She was clearly doing her best to host me. She had stood to greet me herself and immediately guided me to a seat.

On the table were porcelain tea sets painted with seasonal flowers, and a whole cake that—at least to my memories from my previous life—looked very much like a pie.

“Someone is approaching.”

At Sephira’s warning, I lifted my head and saw a small figure appear in the adjoining room, which had no door .

“Ah! Big brother’s here!” Wanel shouted excitedly the moment he spotted me.

“Huh?! Big brother’s here?” Fel echoed in surprise as he leaned into the doorway.

The ones who peeked in were the twins, Wanel and Fel, followed by the maids who had tried—and failed—to stop them.

But wait a second. Just now… what did they say?

Big brother? Terry had always called me big brother, so that meant… they were talking about me, right?

All I could do to keep from shouting was clamp both hands over my mouth. I was aware that I was trembling from how much force I was exerting to keep myself from making any noise, but the twins paid no mind to how suspicious I must have looked as they ran over with beaming smiles.

“Wanel, Fel. I told you to announce yourselves before coming in, didn’t I?” Laminia said with a gentle, patient smile.

I could see only her profile, but it suited the word mother more than any expression I had seen from her before. Even though they didn’t resemble each other at all, her image overlapped in my mind with the kind gaze of my nursemaid, Harty.

“Big brother! I wanted to thank you!” Fel exclaimed breathlessly as he grabbed onto my knee. “Thank you! The painful feeling is gone!”

“I worked really hard too!” Wanel added eagerly, clinging to my other knee. “Because big brother told me to, I made sure Fel didn’t eat the things he shouldn’t!”

Fel and Wanel clung to my knees, speaking all at once in their excitement.

“Yes… Yes, I hear you,” I replied softly, steadying my voice. “Thank you for trusting me.”

Just that alone was enough to fill my chest with emotion. The two of them were healthy and smiling—and on top of that, they were calling me their big brother.

The consort and Terry had been fed malicious stories about me by people aligned with Duke Lukaios. But the twins were still very young. Perhaps they had never been told those things.

“Oh my, Terry. You came too,” the consort said in mild surprise as she noticed him.

“Sorr— No, my apologies,” Terry said quickly.

Prompted by the consort’s voice, Terry stepped out from where he had been hiding behind a pillar and apologized. When our eyes met, he even corrected the way he spoke.

How tense he felt was plainly written across his face, and the consort watched him with visible concern.

This wasn’t the time to keep basking in happiness. I needed to act like an older brother and ease Terry’s tension.

That was what I thought, but Terry steeled himself before I could do anything.

“About that day,” Terry began stiffly, forcing the words out with visible resolve, “when you were trying to save Fel’s life, I not only interfered but even spoke harshly to you. I am deeply sorry.”

Yes, very stiff. He must have thought carefully about how to phrase his apology, but it sounded so formal that it almost felt like he had been made to say it, which somehow made me feel like the one in the wrong.

Still, Terry had called me big brother, so I felt like I could forgive anything.

“Terry, I’m the one who surprised you because I couldn’t explain what I was doing properly,” I replied gently. “That’s why I want to apologize too. Wanel of course, and Fel as well—I’m sorry for making you go through something painful. And Terry, I’m sorry for frightening you.”

“That’s not—” Terry started to protest.

“But listen!” Fel burst in excitedly. “It hurt at first, but after that it didn’t hurt anymore!”

“Fel woke up right away and was totally fine!” Wanel added eagerly. “Big brother saved him, didn’t you?!”

Terry had been about to say something, but Fel and Wanel began speaking all at once in their excitement.

“I made you cry,” I said softly, “but will the two of you forgive me? You’re not angry?”

“Of course!” the twins answered in unison.

After hearing the twins’ cheerful reply, I turned my gaze toward Terry.

Unable to say what he had intended, Terry nodded vigorously instead.

“Me too! I just wanted to apologize to you, big brother!” Terry declared hurriedly. “I’m not angry at all!”

“Thank you,” I said warmly. “I’m happy we could meet again like this. I’m not angry either.”

Inside, I felt like striking a triumphant pose, but I spoke gently to reassure Terry. It was also a relief to know that my younger brothers weren’t bothered by the fact that I had made them cry.
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The consort, who had been watching over everything, let out a quiet breath of relief when she saw that Terry’s apology had succeeded.

“The tea has gone cold,” Laminia said gently. “Shall we have it brewed again and enjoy some sweets together?”

“Can we talk too?” Fel asked excitedly. “Yay!”

“Big brother! Tell us how you figured out what was wrong with Fel!” Wanel demanded eagerly.

“I—I want to know too!” Terry added, filled with determination.

While Fel celebrated, Wanel was clearly curious about the allergy itself. Seeing them interacting with me, Terry came over to stand beside them as well.

My younger brothers were gathered around me as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Revan had scoffed about me being publicly dragged through the mud in the great hall, but when I thought of the effort it had taken to bring about this result, the joy outweighed everything else.

※※※



By the time spring passed and I turned ten, a new routine had formed in my life.

My meetings with Father still took place twice a month and were no longer canceled due to sudden schedule changes. On top of that, I now had two additional visits each month.

My destination was the main palace building. The one who invited me was Her Highness the Consort, and the people I met there were my family.

“Thank you for coming, Arsha,” the consort greeted warmly. “You must be tired from the walk. His Majesty will arrive shortly, so— Oh my, you two again—”

Before she could finish speaking, Fel and Wanel ran past her on all fours. I spread my arms and caught them so they wouldn’t trip.

“Big Brother Arsha, welcome!” Fel chirped.

“Big Brother Arsha, what are you going to show us today?” Wanel asked eagerly.

“Hello. You both seem well,” I said with a smile. “But it would be sad if you got hurt after we finally had a chance to see each other. If you’re that eager to meet me, you can sit and wait before I arrive.”

“Okaaay!” the twins replied cheerfully.

The innocent affection the twins showed me tugged at my heart every time. I had made them cry once, yet they still greeted me with sparkling smiles.

“Hey, big brother!” Fel said brightly. “I’m going to become an alchemist too. But I don’t have a teacher, so you’ll be my teacher, okay?”

And on top of that, they said things that made me happy.

Among my adorable little brothers, I was treated like a hero.

I was the one who eagerly looked forward to these twice-monthly visits. Just thinking about what we would talk about or what we might do together was fun, and it also made me happy that I could write to Harty and Diora about these moments. Lately, my days truly felt fulfilling.

“Alchemy uses fire, so it’s still a little early for you, Fel,” I explained gently. “And from now on, more teachers will appear in your life anyway. I think it’s better to start with hobbies first.”

Fel, in high spirits, held my hand as we walked toward the chairs. Wanel grabbed my other hand and spoke up energetically.

“You know, you know! I’m going to become strong! Strong enough to protect Fel and big brother!”

Ever since he learned that Fel had been helped by my alchemical knowledge, Fel had become fascinated with alchemy. Wanel, on the other hand, seemed inspired by watching Terry practice swordsmanship.

Even after we sat down, the twins kept talking to me energetically from both sides. I busily—and happily—kept up with them, but then I felt someone watching me.

When I turned my head, I spotted Terry standing at the entrance between the salon and the adjoining room.

“Terry, I’m glad to see you,” I said warmly. “Have you been well?”

“Yeah— Ah, yes. I’m glad to see you as well, big brother.”

He lit up with a bright smile when he realized I had noticed him, but almost immediately corrected himself to sound more proper.

Impressive for a six-year-old. Terry was an older brother too, after all. He had to set an example for the twins.

Among the members of the imperial family, everyone was smiling and chatting peacefully. Only the maids and attendants standing along the walls watched my movements with quiet caution.

At this point I wasn’t even pretending to be some kind of war correspondent anymore, and the Lukaios faction had clearly realized that the “slow prince” act wasn’t real. If they understood I wasn’t an idiot, then they should also understand I wouldn’t do anything foolish in a situation like this.

But suspicion breeds more suspicion, I suppose. As long as they continued to doubt me, I had to look like some demon or ogre in disguise.

“Ah, Arsha, you’re here as well,” Ketel said as he entered the room. “My apologies—have I kept you waiting?”

“Your Majesty, I only just arrived myself,” I replied.

When I stood to greet Father, Fel and Wanel quickly followed suit. Terry had only just sat down, yet he stood again as well. Meanwhile, the consort smoothly guided His Majesty to his seat as though it were the most natural thing in the world.

At the same time, one of the consort’s maids wheeled in a baby carriage. Lying inside was my younger sister, who had been born just last year.

She was fast asleep. Her chubby cheeks framed closed eyelids, and her neatly fanned out eyelashes were clearly visible.

Father beckoned me closer, and I went to stand beside the carriage. When I peered inside, I saw that my sister had golden hair, and I had heard that her eyes were gold as well. Apparently she was so delicate that if she was taken out of her room carelessly, she would become upset and even fall into convulsions. Today was the first time I had finally been able to see her.

“Haah…”

Our sighs overlapped. Father and I looked at each other, both wearing expressions far too relaxed for anyone to call imperial. I was probably making the same face.

“So cuuute,” Fel whispered.

“Yeah, cuuute,” Wanel agreed.

Keeping their voices low so they wouldn’t wake her, Fel and Wanel quietly admired how adorable their little sister was. For some reason, Terry had grown shy around his own family and kept his distance.

Whenever the twins, Father, and I gathered together, he would take a step back. Perhaps he still wasn’t used to my presence, assomeone who had never been part of his life before.

“Terry, come on. She’ll grow up before you know it, so this is the only time you’ll see her like this,” I said.

“Yeah, I know.” Terry replied quietly.

Even so, he came over when I called him. The ones he was familiar with was probably the twins. It made me a little envious, but it was also heartwarming.

And so the five of us—nothing but men—stood around the carriage, whispering quietly as we admired her.

Before long, however, it was time. Our sister was taken back to another room so she could continue resting peacefully. Sleeping was a baby’s most important job, so although it was hard to part with her, it couldn’t be helped.

After that, the rest of us gathered for family tea.

The attendants and palace guards inside the room were dismissed, leaving only Father’s bob-haired aide and a single serving maid. Both had been chosen because they were among the few who didn’t glare at me.

We enjoyed a peaceful cup of tea together, and when we finished, the tea set was cleared away. Then His Majesty and the consort moved to a sofa by the window, watching over us.

From here on, it was the part we had all been looking forward to.

“Alright then, today we’re going to do an experiment using water,” I announced.

“Yay!” the twins cheered immediately.

The twins responded with open excitement, while Terry remained quieter, though the eager look on his face was clear to see. Without dragging things out, I showed them the test tube containing the prepared solution.

“This is a potion made using alchemy that freezes water. I’m going to pour it into this water here—don’t touch it. Just watch what happens inside.”

I slowly poured the solution into another beaker filled with water.

“It’s not freezing though? Did it fail?” Terry asked, peering at the beaker from the side and pointing out that nothing had changed.

That was exactly the reaction I wanted. Taking the diluted solution mixed with water, I poured it onto the plate they had prepared for me.

The moment it fell, the liquid dropped in a thick, gel-like stream, and as it hit the plate it began freezing one layer after another, piling up on itself.

By the time the entire contents of the beaker had been poured out, a small ice stalagmite had formed on the plate.

Wanel and Fel immediately leaned closer to the icy formation, their eyes shining.

“Whoa! What is this?!” they exclaimed together.
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“My, how mysterious,” Laminia remarked with quiet astonishment. “I’ve never even heard of water mages capable of accomplishing something like this.”

It was just an experiment meant to entertain children, but the consort found it puzzling as well since she didn’t know the underlying principle. Even as a former duke’s daughter, it seemed she had no background in natural science.

The explanation for the experiment was simple. If one knew the basic premise, then it was easy to understand. When molecules were not arranged in order a substance remained liquid, and when they lined up rigidly it became a solid. The solution I had added kept the liquid state by preventing the molecules from aligning, but when the mixture was dropped onto the plate, the impact allowed the molecules to rearrange themselves and form ice.

The change had technically already occurred, but the transformation was only visible once the liquid fell onto the plate. This strange sight delighted my young brothers.

“Now then, the next one won’t use any special potion,” I said. “I’m just going to place a drop of water on top of this coin. What do you think will happen?”

Terry considered the question seriously before answering.

“It’ll probably spill over.”

“It’ll get wet,” Fel said simply.

“The water will fall?” Wanel guessed.

“But considering everything we’ve seen so far, it probably won’t happen like that,” Ketel added thoughtfully.

Your Majesty, please don’t start getting too meta.

Carefully, so it wouldn’t splash, I guided the water along a thin rod and let it settle onto the coin. As each new drop was added, everyone’s eyes remained fixed on it, waiting to see when it would spill. The tension in the room grew.

But because of surface tension, the water continued to swell upward, forming a rounded mound that balanced on the coin despite having no rim to hold it in place.

“My goodness,” Laminia said softly, clapping her hands with refined delight. “And without even the appearance of magic—truly mysterious.”

Even something this simple made me feel like a stage magician when it earned applause. I had thought this would earn a reaction that was within the range of harmless curiosity, but it seemed to amaze them more than I expected.

“Big brother, why doesn’t the water fall?” Wanel asked.

“Why? Big Brother Terry, do you know?” Fel added.

“I don’t,” Terry admitted, frowning slightly. “The water hasn’t spilled at all. It almost looks like it’s solid.”

The twins were straightforward in their curiosity, but Terry looked faintly frustrated. Being surrounded by my three younger brothers felt nice, but I wasn’t performing these experiments without purpose.

So, like revealing the secret behind a trick, I began explaining the principle.

“This is simply a property of water,” I explained. “If certain conditions are met, water will move—or change—on its own. The same can be said for anything. Studying what characteristics different things possess is also part of alchemy.”

While giving that brief explanation of what alchemy was, I took out the next piece of apparatus. It was a large beaker with a straw-like glass tube passing through the bottom. The opening of the tube sat roughly halfway up the beaker, and I poured water in carefully so it wouldn’t reach that opening.

“Next, I’ll show you water that moves on its own,” I said, gesturing toward the apparatus. “Even if we fill this container to about one-third, as long as the water doesn’t reach the top of the straw, it won’t leak out. But if I place another glass cylinder over the straw like this…” I continued, carefully lowering the cylinder into the beaker.

The water began moving by itself.

All at once the water level inside the beaker dropped as the liquid was drawn into the straw and discharged through it.

Seeing the strange phenomenon, my younger brothers reacted exactly as I’d hoped—openly surprised and impressed—which left me feeling very pleased.

For now, I wasn’t going to explain difficult things like the pressure difference between the water inside and outside. But eventually I planned to help them understand mechanisms like this, starting from the principle of the siphon and eventually connecting it all the way to something like a coffee maker.

If I did that, then perhaps they wouldn’t call my work pointless and reduce my stipend again.

“Water moving on its own? Come to think of it, the plumbing system that stopped functioning had narrow pipes installed as well—could it be…?” Ketel murmured thoughtfully.

Separate from my intentions, Father seemed to have started considering something on his own. Seeing this, the consort spoke to her sons while maintaining her gentle smile.

“Wanel, Fel. You haven’t taken your nap yet, have you? That’s enough for today—return to your rooms.”

“Huhh?! We still want to play with big brother!” the twins protested together.

Hearing this made me happy, but this was probably the consort’s way of being considerate. I should accept it quietly.

As I thought that, Terry glanced toward Father, who remained deep in thought. Though still young, he seemed to understand the consort’s intention. Then he turned his gaze toward me.

“Big brother… will I be able to see you again later?” Terry asked hesitantly.

“By then it’ll probably be time for me to leave,” I replied gently. “But we’ll see each other again next time. If it’s urgent, though, I can ask for a little time now.”

“… No. I don’t want to trouble you, big brother. Next time is fine—if we can meet again.”

Something about the way he spoke made it seem like the words were difficult for him to say. Still, Terry coaxed the protesting twins to move and led them out of the consort’s salon back toward their rooms.

My little brother had shown restraint, so I should switch gears as well. From here on, I would probably be engaged in an adult discussion with His Majesty and the consort.

The topic that came up was one of the fountains in the vast palace gardens that had fallen into disrepair. Because the palace stood on elevated ground, the grounds themselves contained differences in height, yet the water supply system for the fountains had once functioned regardless of those changes in elevation.

Now, however, several of the water channels had become unusable due to those height differences, creating discrepancies with the descriptions recorded in the past.

“Ah… I see,” Ketel murmured as realization dawned on him. “So as long as the water fills the path and forms a continuous route, the difference in elevation can be overcome. That must be why some of those pipes are still functioning.”

“Yes,” I said with a nod. “The important part is that the pathway the water travels through remains completely filled, without air entering it. As long as the water source is higher than the route it travels, the system should work again if the pipes are refilled with water.”

Apparently some of the channels had stopped working simply because the flow of water had been interrupted once.

Since this was essentially a matter of science, it was likely that no one remained who could repair it after the decline of alchemy.

I explained the principle as best I could and asked them to bring me a piece of straw so I could demonstrate the straw-tube effect as well—the same physics behind how liquid rose inside a straw when one placed it into a drink.

“So, the many fountains in the garden were truly created using alchemy,” Laminia said in quiet amazement.

“That’s what is written in the imperial archives,” I replied, then found myself asking, “But even in a ducal house closely connected to the imperial family, has the knowledge of what alchemy was used for not been passed down?”

The question slipped out before I could stop myself.

Because honestly, this was clearly the kind of knowledge needed to maintain infrastructure. Not knowing it seemed like a serious problem. I really didn’t want the palace suddenly running out of water because someone discovered too late that they were no longer able to send water up a mountain.

Ah… right.

Even in my previous life, high-ranking officials didn’t usually understand infrastructure either. They handled planning and funding, but the technical side of things belonged to specialists outside their jurisdiction.

So the engineers disappeared first, and the knowledge was lost with them? And the scholars who lacked the technical skill couldn’t reproduce their work, so it became nothing more than legend? If this place declined for the same reason as distilled spirits—because technology was hoarded instead of shared—I’d hate that.

“I heard from the Wearrel,” Ketel said thoughtfully. “You really managed to reproduce and understand alchemy using nothing but the books in the library.”

While I was seriously worrying about the current state of things, Father murmured this remark, and the consort drew in a sharp breath. When I looked toward her, I saw a glimmer in her eyes that could only be called expectation.

“Your Majesty, this is a remarkable achievement,” Laminia said eagerly. “If it were announced publicly that ten-year-old Arsha rediscovered it—”

“Yes, even Duke Lukaios would have to—!”

“Please wait,” I interrupted quickly.

Hold on a moment. Why was the imperial couple suddenly so optimistic? And did they really just mention the one name that absolutely shouldn’t come up?

“There is neither necessity nor benefit in pushing me forward right now. It would only create a reason for people to attack Terry, who is still too young to have earned any accomplishments of his own. The ones we should be wary of are not allies who are largely the same as us. The real danger lies in the malicious schemes of those who resent Your Majesty’s reign.”

What would happen if I were pushed to the forefront?

Duke Eurasion—who disliked the emperor because of his low birth—and the high-ranking nobles who shared his ideology would undoubtedly try to stir conflict over succession after Father.

They would promote me as a rival candidate in order to weaken Terry, Father’s rightful successor. And if that happened, Duke Lukaios would become deadly serious about eliminating me.

“More importantly, shouldn’t the one building achievements right now be Your Majesty?” I continued. “The information has always been here in the palace. If it is to be made public, it would be far more beneficial to present it as a rediscovery that came about under Your Majesty’s direction. For example, you could simply say that seeing my experiment today inspired the possibility.”

At my insistence, Father’s brow furrowed deeply.

“No… but still. I cannot take credit for my son’s accomplishment.”

“If it truly is an accomplishment,” I replied calmly, “then it belongs to the past emperors who used alchemy to establish the imperial capital here. It is only proper that the current Emperor stand at the forefront and lead.”

I sounded convincing enough.

But in truth, the real reason was simple—I just didn’t want to be pushed into the spotlight.

Because if something like that were announced publicly, I would inevitably be told to focus my alchemy on infrastructure development.

Right now, alongside making alcohol, I wanted to create medicines known as elixirs. Since they could potentially contribute back to alcohol production, I’d even received Molly’s support, and we had been gathering stories about elixirs from outside the palace.

If I could accomplish that, the day might come when Fel could eat the sweets he loved again. I didn’t want to take any detours that would delay that.

While I was thinking about my plans, the sound of suppressed sobbing reached my ears. Before I realized it, the consort had covered her mouth, her eyes shimmering with tears.

“How… humble…,” Laminia murmured, overcome with emotion. “Such a truly kind child… ah…”

Since we had begun meeting regularly, I had come to realize just how easily the consort was moved to tears—she was perhaps too soft-hearted.

When it came to becoming Empress, I could almost see why Duke Lukaios had forced her to appear strong even going so far as to use intimidation.

I could understand his reasoning, at least.

I didn’t agree with it. Personally, I thought it was perfectly fine that the consort was kind. The fact that my younger brothers were growing up so well was proof enough of that.

“Your Majesty… would it not be best, after all, to entrust that territory to Arsha?” Laminia suggested carefully.

“Yes, that may be true,” Ketel replied thoughtfully. “I’ve heard the land produces materials essential for alchemy.”

While I had been lost in my thoughts, the consort—after wiping away her tears—seemed to have become a little too considerate.

“I decline the territory as well,” I said quickly. “It’s still too early for me. Without a capable steward and with my own education still incomplete, the people living there would only suffer.”

When I gave the excuse I had already prepared, both of them wore somewhat complicated expressions.

“The fact that you can say that already… do you really need more education?” Ketel asked bluntly.

The consort, however, nodded in agreement with me.

“That may be true. His current accomplishments come precisely from his talent. And because of that, perhaps his education has become somewhat uneven. In that case, as Arsha suggests, should we begin by selecting a proper tutor?”

At the consort’s suddenly motivated suggestion, Father widened his eyes as though something had just occurred to him.

“Come to think of it, we never assigned any maids to you either. Arsha said he didn’t need them, but having none at all must be inconvenient. Why don’t we choose some together with your tutor?”

Wait.

Won’t that mean losing all the time I spend on alchemy?

And if more people were watching me—or worse, assigning homework—there would be no chance to slip away. I’d really prefer to decline.

Most of the studying here consisted of memorization and interpreting examples. If the assignment was simply read the required text, that was manageable—but when it came to writing a essay-style report after researching books and other materials, there just wasn’t enough time.

My tutors focused mostly on explaining things to me, partly because my range of activities was so limited. Recently, though, the Wearrel had mentioned that with the consort now on my side, things had become easier. As a preparatory step before moving into more serious work, they had started assigning very short paper-style essays as homework.

Even those were given with consideration for the days I slipped out, which was why I was still managing somehow.

“If you’re to attend the academy in Lukiusaria, that leaves four years,” Ketel said thoughtfully. “We should first make sure you meet the minimum requirements to enter the Department of Alchemy.”

“Ah… but in four years, will the Department of Alchemy even still exist?” Laminia asked anxiously. “There hasn’t been any academic activity in the field, has there?”

At her uneasy concern, Father drew in a breath as if the thought had just struck him as well.

“In that case, perhaps it would be best to entrust the rediscovery of lost alchemy to Arsha.” Laminia suggested carefully.

“Yes… that might indeed be the best course.” Ketel agreed after a moment’s consideration.

That was absolutely not happening.

But the Department of Alchemy disappearing would genuinely be a problem for me. If the official institution vanished, then anything I did afterward would stand out far too much.

With our alcohol business already involved, alchemy couldn’t remain a harmless, overlooked field of study forever.

“If only the academy could attract more attention than I do…” I muttered under my breath.

The words slipped out before I realized it.

Hearing my muttering, not only the emperor and the consort but also the bob-haired aide and the maid in the room all turned to look at me. The aide in particular wore an expression that seemed to say this kid is about to cause trouble again.

… That might just have been my imagination.

I forced a smile to cover it up and hurriedly tried to come up with an excuse to get through this moment.

“The consort’s concern is entirely reasonable,” I said calmly. “First, I would like to ask the tutors who have supported me until now for their opinions. The Wearrel also has connections with the Department of Alchemy in Lukiusaria.”

“Ah, that’s right,” Ketel said as he remembered the Wearrel’s connections. “In that case, hearing directly from them would certainly be the best course of action.”

“Indeed,” Laminia agreed with a nod. “The opinion of those who understand Arsha’s abilities best is very important.”

With that, I somehow managed to talk down both the emperor and the consort, and the plan to increase the number of tutors and maids assigned to me was successfully avoided.

“There is also the matter of Your Majesty’s accomplishments,” I continued. “Something like the water system can be understood if it’s investigated properly, so please announce it as Your Majesty’s rediscovery. As for me… I want to call myself an alchemist in this era. I would rather be recognized for something I create entirely on my own.”

“I see…” Ketel said quietly. “When it comes to you, Arsha, I believe that perhaps you truly can.”

My appeal was half improvisation to smooth things over, and half sincere. Perhaps the sincerity mixed into my request was what convinced him, because the emperor ultimately accepted it.

“Well then, I seem to have stayed quite a while,” I said politely. “Please allow me to take my leave.”

For my own sake—and for Terry’s as well—I wanted to avoid drawing any closer to the throne than necessary. So, before the conversation could probe any deeper, I chose to leave the consort’s salon.



Final Chapter: As an Older Brother


After leaving the consort’s salon, I started walking back toward the left wing. The alchemical equipment I had brought with me was carried by the bob-haired aide. Because of jurisdictional restrictions, Ikuto wasn’t allowed to enter the residential area where the emperor and his close family lived, so the aide had taken his place.

Since I visited regularly now, things had changed a little. At first Ikuto had been stopped at the very edge of the left wing, but these days he waited for me inside the main building. The area near the passage leading back to the left wing was also empty, though I’d heard that during the previous emperor’s reign it had been a residential section for his concubines. I sincerely hoped Father would never have reason to make use of it.

At the quiet edge of the main building, I reunited with Ikuto.

Without exchanging unnecessary words, the bob-haired aide handed the equipment back to us. His task done, he turned to leave immediately, but suddenly stopped.

Curious, I turned back. Beyond him I first noticed members of the palace guard.

And then, at their feet, I spotted Terry.

“Big brother!” Terry called.

“Terry? What’s wrong?” I asked.

The moment our eyes met, Terry ran toward me. The palace guards themselves didn’t move, though they watched with intense caution.

It wasn’t these particular guards, but Ikuto had once subdued Terry’s escort before. Because of this, the person they seemed wary of wasn’t me—it was Ikuto.

“Um… I came to see you off, big brother…” Terry said hesitantly.

“I see. Thank you,” I replied with a small smile. “That makes me happy.”

This was probably just an excuse he’d made for chasing after me this far. When I’d said we would see each other again next time, he had seemed restless. It felt like there was something he wanted to tell me.

“I… I’m sorry,” Terry said.

“What are you apologizing for?” I asked gently. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Terry.”

I truly had no idea what he meant. But the look on Terry’s face was serious, as if he deeply regretted something from the bottom of his heart.

“I didn’t remember, and because of that… I think I need to apologize to you, big brother,” Terry said.

“I see. So, this isn’t about something recent—it’s about something that happened in the past,” I replied gently. “When exactly are you talking about?”

“When I first met you, big brother…” Terry said hesitantly, the words coming out as if he had finally gathered the courage to say them.

Ah, that.

The incident that became the starting point of all the bad rumors that followed me around—based solely on the fact that I had made Terry cry. The story had grown quite exaggerated since then.

“You were only three years old at the time, Terry,” I said. “It wouldn’t be strange if you didn’t remember.”

“But I did remember,” Terry insisted quietly. “I remembered that a kind big brother held my hand.”

Looking down at his right hand—the same one I had once held—Terry murmured the words with clear regret. Some time had passed since we had begun meeting each other regularly, so he must have heard about our first meeting from someone along the way.

Until now, though, the rumors about the first prince who bullied him and made him cry had never connected in his mind with the kind older brother who helped him when he got lost.

“I’m sorry,” Terry continued. “I couldn’t clearly remember your face back then… I only remembered that you were kind. When I saw you again later, I didn’t realize it was you, and I said all those things…”

I understood.

Even though he must have known they boy he met in the gardens wasn’t the kind of person people had described to him, he hadn’t realized the truth. That realization seemed to have shocked him deeply. And that regret had probably made him feel even more guilty about the way he’d acted when Fel collapsed.

From my perspective, just knowing that Terry was thinking about it this seriously was already enough to move me. Honestly, the ones at fault were the people who had filled his head with those rumors in the first place.

While I was wondering how best to reassure him, Terry seemed to gather his thoughts. He lifted his head from where he had been staring at his hand.

“I really do remember that you were kind, and that you held my hand,” Terry said earnestly. “So when my younger brothers were born, I decided I wanted to become that kind of big brother too!” Terry spoke desperately.

But hold on a second.

This was honestly more happiness than I could handle. If he said anything more in the same vein, I might actually make some kind of strange noise.

“S-So… you mean you were using me as an example?” I asked.

“Yes! I wanted to become like you, big brother!” Terry exclaimed eagerly, his voice rising with earnest excitement.

My voice had already gone slightly high with tension, and this final remark landed the decisive blow. I ended up covering my mouth to keep from letting out an undignified shout.

Because that was exactly the person I had wanted to become.

After Terry was born, Father had told me that he hoped I would become a good example for my younger brother. I had never imagined that I had already managed to do that the very first time we met.

“… Big brother?” Terry asked hesitantly. “Why are your ears red?”

Well.

Even covering my mouth hadn’t been enough to hide my reaction.

At this point, I might as well accept it.

When I finally gave up and lowered my hands, I ended up revealing the grin spreading across my face to Terry. Seeing me smiling, Terry—who had been looking rather downcast—tilted his head in confusion.

“You’re a good big brother, Terry,” I said warmly. “If I had any influence on that, then nothing could make me happier. Thank you for telling me.”

“I-I didn’t do anything that deserves thanks…” Terry stammered.

Terry had come here intending to apologize, yet now he looked completely bewildered. But from my perspective, he had just told me something that made me truly happy, so of course I wanted to thank him.

As I kept smiling, Terry’s expression gradually softened as well. That alone made the difference between now and the day we first met feel unmistakable.

Terry wasn’t crying anymore, and no one was trying to pull him away from me. We could stand here and talk as brothers.

The relationship I had once only longed for was now real.

“We’ll see each other again next time too, Terry,” I said.

“Yeah. When you come, everyone gets to gather together, and that makes me happy,” Terry replied quietly. “… Father is especially busy.”

Lowering his voice, he whispered that last part just for me to hear. I understood completely—I looked forward to these visits too. It was also the first time I realized that even Terry, who lived in the same main palace building, didn’t get to see Father as much as he wanted.

“Even if His Majesty is late, he always comes,” I said. “I’m looking forward to the nexttime we can be together too.”

“Yeah. When you come, everyone gathers together, and that makes me happy,” Terry replied quietly, lowering his voice before adding, “… Father is especially busy.”

The next words I whispered secretly were an unexpected proposal.

Suppressing the excitement that rose in my chest, I covered my mouth with my hand before answering so the bob-haired aide and the palace guards wouldn’t hear.

“If His Majesty and the consort allow it, you’re welcome to come anytime.” I said quietly, lowering my voice so those nearby wouldn’t overhear.

After hearing my answer, Terry and I looked straight at each other. A smile slipped onto both our faces at the same time.

“It’s not just me. Fel’s been curious about your palace for a while,” Terry added. “I’ll ask them about it then. See you later, big brother.”

At those casually spoken words, my already soft expression relaxed even further.

“See you later, Terry.” I said with a warm smile as I waved him off.



Special Bonus Chapter: Big Brother Through Terry’s Eyes


I was born as the Empire’s second prince and someone who must one day become Emperor.

Because I was the legitimate son. Because I was the rightful successor. Because my bloodline was noble. Because my mother came from a ducal house.

“Terry, do you understand? You must never approach the first prince,” my mother warned anxiously, tightening her grip around my hand. “I fear he might harm you again…”

When I was three years old, it was said that the first prince attacked me. Some even claimed he had secretly taken me away somewhere hidden from prying eyes.

I didn’t remember any of it. But I did remember that something frightening had happened. I remembered getting lost, meeting someone kind, and after that, something frightening happened.

“It’s alright, Mother. I won’t lose,” I said earnestly, trying to reassure her. “That’s why I practice swordsmanship—”

“Oh, Terry,” my mother interrupted with worried urgency. “A treacherous person may strike at any moment. First you must make sure you leave no opening. You must never grow complacent.”

Mother seemed terribly worried, and she scolded me.

The treacherous first prince was the one who made her sad, who made her anxious, who filled her with fear—it was all because of him.

And yet he still lived in the palace.

“Why has someone so wicked not been properly punished?” I asked, frowning in confusion.

It didn’t make sense. I had been taught that bad people should be punished, and good people protected.

Everyone said the first prince was not the legitimate son, not the rightful successor, that his bloodline was inferior, that his mother was lacking in status—so clearly he was someone who should not be allowed to remain in the palace.

If that was the case, why couldn’t he simply be expelled from the palace, so that my mother, the Empress, could live in peace?

“It seems he arrogantly believes himself to be the rightful heir,” my mother said bitterly. “That is why he shamelessly remains in the palace. But even if he is called the first prince, he was only born earlier. We have asked His Majesty to declare him an illegitimate child, however…” She paused, her voice softening. “His Majesty is simply too kind.”

“Is Father the one at fault?” I asked hesitantly.

“No, no. Of course not,” my mother replied quickly, shaking her head. “He is a kind man who strives every day to become worthy of his position. You must also follow your father’s example and never neglect your studies.”

“Yes, Mother,” I answered obediently.

Now that I was seven years old, remembering that I once said and believed such things made me feel ashamed.

Mother also said that when she learned the stories she had been told were lies, she wept as she apologized to my elder brother, the first prince.

Worse still, she confessed that she had even felt jealous because Father paid such close attention to him, and she deeply regretted the ugliness of her own heart. It was only after she spoke with my brother for the first time after coming to the palace that she realized how mistaken she had been—and how shameful her thoughts were.

And yet my brother had remained humble, mindful of his place, patient, and enduring, never even revealing his hardships to Father.

My brother—who had simply been born three years before me. Someone who had done nothing wrong.

“I’m sorry for frightening you too, Terry.”

Even though I had hurled insults at him fueled by prejudice and had even pretended to strike him, my brother forgave me with those words.

He was a kind person. A noble person. Someone with a truly generous heart.

He was far more righteous than I was. I, who had tried to save Fel while only getting in the way.

Since I’d begun calling him “big brother” and visiting his room, I had been confronted again and again with how little I actually knew.

“Your room is very quiet, big brother,” I said.

Usually Wanel and Fel were lively and noisy, chatting endlessly, so it had taken me a while to notice.

Right now those younger brothers of mine were completely absorbed in the water they were watching through the glass. More precisely, they were captivated by the strange, delicate shapes formed by the tiny crystals of ice drifting within it.

In fact, the quietness of my brother’s room made me feel strangely at ease. My tutors often told me to concentrate, but here it felt as if I could focus far more deeply than usual.

“There aren’t many people around,” my brother replied casually.

He said it as if it were obvious. And to him, it probably was. After all, I had neverseen a single maid here.

At the same time, that meant no attendants had been assigned to him—a clear sign of how poorly he had been treated.

In contrast, there were always people around me. Sometimes I even overheard them telling Mother they wished to serve me more closely.

And yet no one attended my brother…

“Big brother, I’m sorry.”

I must be far less bright than I’d once considered myself.

Thinking on it now, none of the maids or attendants who spoke about my brother had ever actually met him.

If I had thought about it for even a moment, I would have realized.

So why did I believe them?

Why didn’t I try to see the truth for myself?

Perhaps I’m not even capable of making the kind of effort Father does—learning on his own and taking action. I was supposed to live up to high expectations as the legitimate heir, yet I couldn’t even begin to compare to my elder brother.

“That’s not something you need to apologize for, Terry,” my brother said gently, noticing the unease on my face. “Of course His Majesty and the consort aren’t at fault either. Besides, I actually like this environment. Just like you said, it’s quiet—and even if I make loud noises while doing alchemy, no one gets angry at me.”

He smiled, clearly aware of my worries.

Mother had regretted saying such terrible things before, but I had too. Yet instead of blaming us, my brother only regarded uss with deep consideration.

There was nothing treacherous about him. He was a straightforward, honest person. Someone kind—someone who would never think of attacking me.

Mother had even admitted that believing he aimed for the throne had been a mistake. She said he had endured his unfavorable position deliberately, patiently showing that he had no such ambition.

He had endured that for seven years—ever since I was born— but could I have done the same?

“Alright, you two, it’s about time for the next experiment,” my brother said, clapping his hands lightly to gather their attention.

“I still want to watch this one, but I’m curious about the next too!” Fel said eagerly.

“What are we doing, big brother?” Wanel asked excitedly. “Is it something pretty again?”

The twins were straightforward and energetic. Perhaps that was why they had realized my brother’s true nature far more quickly than I had.

“Come on, Terry,” my brother said, beckoning me over as well. “Do you remember the experiment about the properties of water I showed you before?”

He invited me to join them as we moved toward the tank.

In front of the tank, two containers of colored water had been prepared. One was red and the other blue, and the container holding the red water looked slightly clouded with white.

“I’m going to slowly pour these two differently colored waters into the tank,” my brother explained calmly. “What do you think will happen?”

“They’ll mix!” Wanel and Fel answered at the same time.

As I listened to the twins’ instinctive reply, I thought it over.

Under normal circumstances, the twins would probably be right. But my brother’s earlier experiments had never turned out the way we expected.

While I struggled to decide on an answer, my brother didn’t rush me. Instead, he patiently entertained the twins while waiting.

“Alright then, here’s another question for you two,” my brother said with a light smile. “If you mix these two colors—red and blue—what color do they become?”

“What color? Wouldn’t it still be red and blue?” Wanel asked in confusion.

“I don’t know,” Fel admitted. “What does it mean to mix them?”

“Huh… you don’t know?” my brother murmured, looking a little troubled by their unexpected reactions.

If they were a little older, they would probably already be studying music, poetry, and painting. My tutors still said that for now I should focus on appreciating paintings to cultivate my sense of aesthetics, but perhaps my brother had already begun learning to paint himself.

Even from appreciating paintings with my eyes alone, I knew that when you looked closely at a painting, red and blue pigments might be layered or placed side by side—and when viewed from a distance, they appeared purple. So the answer was probably purple.

“Terry, do you know?” my brother asked, turning to me as well. “Is mixing colors something you haven’t done much?”

I felt nervous about answering in case I was wrong, but I already knew that my brother wasn’t like my tutors. He wouldn’t get angry. He wouldn’t even appear disappointed if my answer wasn’t what he expected.

He was always smiling, and the same kind person I had met when I was three years old. Someone who never made others sad, anxious, or afraid.

“… Purple?” I said carefully.

“Yes, that’s right,” my brother replied, nodding with a bright smile.

Then he turned to the twins with an apologetic expression.

“Sorry, was that one too difficult? Next time—well, we don’t have colored pencils… maybe we could make chalk from lime and add color to it.”

It seemed he was already thinking of something new. I didn’t understand how he could come up with new ideas so quickly.

Or… maybe when I turned ten, I would be able to do things like that too.

“Next time, let’s try actually mixing colors so you can see the change,” my brother said. “Terry, have you decided on your answer yet?”

I had been right—he really had been waiting for me.

I was happy that my guess had been correct, but even more than that, being included like this filled me with a shy kind of joy.

“I feel like they won’t mix,” I admitted slowly. “But I don’t know the reason why.”

“Right. Explaining that part is my job,” my brother replied easily. “I’m glad there’s still something left for me to do. Now then—watch carefully.”

Even when I said I didn’t know, my brother didn’t scold me.

He didn’t say that I should already know simply because I was the legitimate heir—the future emperor.

“First, I’ll pour in the blue,” my brother said calmly. “Slowly, so it doesn’t splash.”

As he spoke, he poured the blue water into the tank. Then he poured the red water just as slowly.

The red liquid fell into the blue water as it was poured, and I thought that would cause them to mix. But once the movement of the water settled, the two colors remained separate—blue below, red above—without mixing.

“What’s this? Amazing! Is it magic?” Wanel exclaimed in wonder.

“It’s alchemy, Wanel,” my brother corrected with a small smile. “Well… perhaps it’s more like the step before doing alchemy.”

“Alchemy is amazing! Right, big brother?” Fel said excitedly, glancing back and forth between the tank and me.

But when I looked closely, the colors were slowly beginning to blend. When I pointed it out, my brother nodded approvingly.

“Terry, you’re very observant,” he said. “This is a property of water—the change in weight caused by temperature. Even though it looks like the same amount of liquid, if water is warmer it becomes lighter. That’s why it rises above the colder water below and doesn’t mix.”

So, the reason they didn’t mix was the difference in temperature. But once both were in the same tank, the temperatures would gradually equalize. That was why the colors would slowly begin to blend over time.

“… Big brother, how is this change in the water caused by temperature used in alchemy?” I asked.

The twins were absorbed in watching the tank as the water slowly turned purple, but my brother turned his whole body toward me. And without showing the slightest annoyance, he answered my question.

“It relates to using mass and energy efficiently, but… hmm… perhaps a refrigerator?” he said thoughtfully.

After murmuring the unfamiliar word, my brother fell silent for a moment, thinking.

Did I trouble him by asking something difficult?

“The experiment visualizes how warmer water becomes lighter and rises upward. Do you see that?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied. “I can see it.”

“Good,” my brother said with a satisfied nod. “Actually, this property of water applies to air as well. When air is heated, it rises.”

Even though I still didn’t know where he was going with this, I nodded along with my brother’s explanation.

“Then what would happen if warm air gathered above, and you sent cold air down from the top?” my brother asked, guiding the explanation.

“It would go down?” I guessed.

“That’s right,” my brother said with an approving nod. “The warm air above cools and moves downward. And once that air is warmed again, can you imagine it rising back up?”

As he spoke, he traced a circular motion with his hand from top to bottom. I could picture it easily enough. When I nodded, he continued explaining how the rising warm air could be cooled midway, while cold air was sent down again from above.

“If that process was done inside a box containing food, it could be used to preserve it. When it’s cold, it sinks. When it’s warm, it rises. This movement happens naturally, even without people needing to interfere,” my brother explained patiently. “That way, humans don’t need to keep stirring the air around to maintain a steady temperature.”

I nodded again, but in truth I didn’t fully understand. I couldn’t quite picture it. Still, one thing I did understand was that my brother clearly did.

Really… how could there be rumors that someone as intelligent as him was foolish and slow?

I had even heard that he had been mocked by the sons of nobles and left feeling humiliated.

But that had to be a lie.

They said it happened when he was around my age, but I couldn’t believe that.

“What were you doing when you were about my age, big brother?” I asked.

“My age?” my brother repeated thoughtfully. “Hmm… nothing in particular, I guess. I just enjoyed alchemy.”

But the things he was showing us now were only the preliminary steps before alchemy.

Which meant that when he had been my age, he had already been doing experiments beyond what I was seeing now.

“What’s wrong, Terry?” my brother asked, noticing my silence.

“You’re… amazing, big brother,” I admitted quietly.

“Thank you,” he replied with a gentle smile. “But it might only seem that way because of the difference in our ages. Terry, you’ll be able to do much more than you can now when you’re my age.”

Right now my brother was ten years old. In three more years, I would be the same age.

But I wasn’t confident that I could become like him by then.

I had been born the Empire’s second prince, someone who would eventually have to become Emperor.

Because I was the legitimate son. Because I was the rightful successor. Because my bloodline was noble. Because my mother came from a ducal house.

But lately, I wasn’t even sure anymore whether that was truly right.

“Next I’ll show you how temperature differences create currents in water,” my brother said. “Terry, give me a moment—I’ll think of a way to explain it more clearly.”

Even the things I didn’t understand, my brother understood. He had seen right through me. If this difference was simply age, then three more years remained, and I would have to come closer—at least a little—to the effort my brother had put in while enduring his unfair circumstances. If it was possible for me to become more capable than I am now, just as my brother said, then I would work hard as Mother always told me to, so that, I might grow even a little closer to my brother.



Afterword


Nice to meet you. I’m Ume, the author currently serializing The Disfavored Prince Is a Genius Alchemist on the web site Shōsetsuka ni Narō. Thank you very much for picking up this book.

I would also like to take this opportunity to express my gratitude to the people at TO Books who worked so hard to make this publication possible, to the illustrator Kawaku-sama, and to everyone else involved in the production.

As I write this in April, a manga adaptation is also currently in production, so if you’re interested, I hope you’ll look forward to that as well.

The bonus short story at the end of this volume is written from Terry’s perspective. In addition, the TO Books Online Store bonus features a short story from the twins’ perspective, while the digital edition includes a short story from the father’s perspective. Since the main story is written in first person, it’s fun to write from other viewpoints and explore parts that couldn’t be included in the main narrative.

Ever since I first started writing novels, I have always written in third person. However, when I began posting on Narō, I switched to writing in first person. Sometimes when I try to write in third person again, I realize I’ve forgotten how to do it.

Speaking of forgetting, while writing this afterword I realized that I had forgotten some descriptions I originally wrote as foreshadowing when I uploaded the story to Narō. Since they’re foreshadowing, they’ve probably remained unnoticed—but when I reread them myself, I suddenly remembered and thought, “Ah… oh wow…”

Once you get used to something, it becomes as natural as breathing. But if you step away for a while, the feeling disappears and you can’t recall it. Yet the moment you see it again, the memory comes back—even though it had been deeply etched in your mind all along. Sometimes that makes me feel that human perception is actually rather unreliable.

The most recent time I felt that was when I was watching television with my older sister. On the screen, a person was standing against a background of green trees, and to me the person’s clothes looked light blue.

But my sister, watching the exact same screen, insisted that the clothes were white.

Even if the clothing was washed out to white by the lighting, I still saw it as light blue, and in the darkest scene there was no room for doubt. Yet my sister still commented that it might simply be a very pale blue. According to her, I probably have a high sensitivity to blue.

What does “color sensitivity” even mean? I wondered. Since my sister claimed she herself had a high sensitivity to yellow, we gathered some yellow objects nearby for comparison—ranging from lemon yellow to something like mandarin orange. Among them, there were yellows that looked completely identical to me, yet my sister insisted they were clearly different colors. When she pointed it out, I thought perhaps the brightness might be slightly different—but only to that extent.

I could clearly see the light blue earlier, yet I couldn’t tell the difference between the yellows right in front of me. Of course, I knew about color blindness, but apparently even among people who aren’t color-blind, there are individual differences in how colors are perceived.

Something that one person is certain is perfectly clear may appear vague to someone else. And yet, for each person, their perception is equally real. I find that uncertainty in human perception rather fascinating.

Since the story is written in first person by someone like me, the protagonist naturally doesn’t know what he doesn’t know, and he can’t infer what he isn’t able to perceive. In the version posted on Narō, there are many side chapters written from other viewpoints, so if you’re curious, please try searching for the work by its title or by the author’s name.

Now that I’ve delivered that rather roundabout bit of promotion, I hope you’ll continue to support the series in the next volume as well.



Digital Edition Bonus Short Story:The Third Son of the Count’s House Who Became Emperor


I was born the third son of the Count Nistaf’s household, and on top of that I was the child of his second wife, so no one expected me to inherit the family name. That was why, when I married and left the count’s house, I felt truly happy that I had finally gained a family of my own. And yet the separation came far too soon—my wife died.

“They demanded your resignation? Why would something like that happen?” Harty asked in shock.

“I’m sorry, Harty,” I said bitterly. “Just when our life was beginning… What would I say to my wife if she were still with us?”

Harty was my late wife’s younger sister, and she served as the wet nurse to my son.

But now I had lost my job. It wasn’t just a matter of feeling apologetic to the wife who had left me our son. Harty, my wife’s precious sister, was working while raising her own daughter after losing her husband. I was supposed to protect the son my wife had entrusted to me, and yet here I was, utterly pathetic.

“If your superior told you to speak with the count, then perhaps we must return to the Nistaf household and ask why first,” Harty suggested carefully.

The superior who informed me of my dismissal had told me to ask Count Nistaf directly regarding the reason for it. Even though my relationship with my family was strained, Harty was supporting herself after losing her husband while raising her daughter.

If my income disappeared, we would all fall into hardship together. So rather than dwelling on my feelings, I had no choice but to bow my head to my father and ask for help to survive for the time being.

Just then, as if it had been timed perfectly, a letter arrived from my father.

Feeling an uneasy premonition, I broke the seal.

And the moment I read the contents, dizziness overtook me.

“My lord?! What’s wrong?” Harty asked in alarm.

“What kind of joke is this…? Me—an illegitimate child of the emperor?”

The claim was too absurd to come in a letter. But the fact that it had been brought by the household steward—a senior servant—made it impossible to dismiss as a prank. And besides, my father was not a man who made jokes.

As I collapsed to the floor, Harty crouched beside me, equally bewildered.

“My lord is… what? The emperor’s illegitimate child? Then… you are not Count Nistaf’s son?”

As Harty voiced the thought that came to her mind, I too finally grasped the implication and stared in shock.

“Ah… I see. So that’s how it is… That’s why Father… and Mother”

The letter stated plainly that my father had taken my mother—who was already pregnant with the emperor’s child—as his second wife and she had then given birth to me.

There was no emotion in the letter. The words were so brief and detached that it almost felt as if I were being cast aside.

I read the letter again.

“He called for my younger brothers, but when I reached out myself, he rarely even answered. Was that deliberate? Or simply natural, since he never considered me his real son?”

“My lord…” Harty murmured softly.

Harty tried to be considerate, but the bigger problem was my mother—the woman who gave birth to me.

She had been far too low in status to bear the emperor’s child.

She had been born to poor farmers. After her mother remarried, she moved to the imperial capital, but she was still only a commoner. I had once overheard people gossiping that she had even worked as a seamstress for a time.

If she had belonged to the merchant class, she might at least have had a chance of becoming an official concubine. But my mother had merely been doing menial work in the palace. I had heard that in order to marry my father, she was adopted into the family of a financier.

“Harty,” I asked quietly, “would there ever be a situation where a palace servant was summoned to the emperor’s bedchamber?”

“Well, that would be… extremely rare, wouldn’t it?” Harty answered carefully.

She chose her words gently, but the reality was that it was almost unheard of.

The emperor was bedridden now, but more than twenty years ago—when I was born—he had been known for his indulgences. It was common knowledge that he kept several concubines.

There were even rumors that he’d pursued court ladies and unmarried noble daughters. Most likely, he had simply noticed a young servant who wasn’t unpleasant to look at and taken advantage of her.

Even so, if he acknowledged me as his child—even as a secret one—and arranged for my mother to enter the count’s household as a second wife, perhaps there had been a trace of compassion on his part.

But that was from the emperor’s perspective.

My mother hated me.

She avoided me.

If the reason was that she had been forced into relations with a man far older than her—someone older even than her parents—it would explain everything. My mother had not given birth to me because she wanted to.

Then what about my father?

“Ah… I suppose he’s not my father anymore.”

The words slipped out before I could stop them, accompanied by understanding and an indescribable bitterness.

Suddenly, a high, childish voice broke through my thoughts.

When I looked up, my son was watching us as we sat collapsed on the floor. He stretched out his tiny hand toward me.

Instinctively, I reached out and took it.

At only one-year-old, he couldn’t possibly understand what was happening. And yet he must have sensed something was wrong, because he reached out to me all the same.

“We can’t stay sitting here forever,” I said quietly.

“You’re right,” Harty agreed.

Seeing my son reminded me that we had to think about what came next, and we stood up.

The letter ordered me to return to the count’s house immediately.

And it also explained why this truth had been revealed only now.

“So the bedridden emperor’s succession problem has somehow fallen onto me,” I muttered bitterly.

“There are no princes born to the empress, correct?” Harty asked carefully. “There is a princess who married into a ducal house of the imperial male line—could her child inherit instead?”

“Apparently the sons of the concubines raised objections to that.”

However, those princes had died one after another.

With no direct male heir left living in the palace, the emperor had finally remembered my existence.

“The emperor insists that, no matter what, his own son must become the next emperor,” I explained. “And he wants someone already grown.”

“Perhaps because His Majesty himself ascended the throne as a child, he wishes to avoid repeating that situation?” Harty suggested.

“That’s probably it. Still, even if I became emperor, someone like me—with no presence at court and no standing in high society—would end up nothing more than a puppet.”

I complained, but I had no intention of obediently letting myself be manipulated. For that reason, my only option was to return to the count’s house and confront my father.

Reluctantly, I returned.

The first person to greet me—no, to lie in wait for me—was my younger brother from the same mother.

“Ketel, I hear you’re the emperor’s bastard child?” he sneered from the top of the stairs. “What kind of joke is that?”

His malicious habit of looking down on me from above hadn’t changed since childhood. He had always treated me with contempt, knowing I wasn’t loved.

“You come back here full of yourself, thinking you’re something special—aren’t you ashamed? You becoming emperor makes me want to vom—guh?!”

“That’s enough,” a sharp voice cut in. “The one who should be ashamed is you.”

“Brother?”

The one who had struck my brother from behind on the staircase was our second brother from the House of Nistaf.

He served in the Ministry of Finance and held a far higher position than I did. As a son of the count’s house, he was properly acknowledged by our father—unlike me, his half-brother.

Until now, he had mostly ignored me. He had never cared when our younger brother insulted me.

And yet now he was clearly defending me.

“I explained it already,” my second brother said coldly. “Yet your lack of understanding is astonishing. Ketel will soon be extremely busy preparing to become emperor. Supporting him is the duty entrusted to the House of Count Nistaf. Were you even listening?”

Hearing him say such a thing felt strangely unreal.

Thinking back on it, no one in this household had ever defended me. In the past, I had always felt an uncomfortable sense of having no place where I belonged.

“You may leave now,” my second brother said coldly. “With an attitude like that, you are inadequate to call yourself a member of the House of Nistaf. You will only hinder Ketel. Do not come near the main residence for the time being.”

“What?! Why me?!” my younger brother protested.

“The fact that you don’t understand is precisely why you’re hopeless. Honestly, this is exactly why—”

After driving our brother away, my second brother turned to me with a smile and descended the stairs.

“Sorry about that. I thought I had already explained things to him beforehand. Actually… I’ve known about your origins for quite some time. To be honest, I wasn’t sure how I should treat you. In a way, it’s a relief that everything has become public like this.”

“I… see,” I replied awkwardly.

We had hardly spoken before, so my response came out stiff. But perhaps it was the same for him.

There was a large age gap between us, so I had rarely interacted with our eldest brother either. This second brother had never approached me much.

Was that because he had known about my birth all along and had kept his distance out of consideration?

“Father is waiting as well. This way.”

My second brother led the way. I felt certain that this was the first time anyone had ever told me that Father was waiting for me.

Still half in disbelief, I entered Father’s study.

“Ketel, from this moment onward you will receive the education necessary for a crown prince,” Father declared immediately. “Before your formal investiture, you must at least complete the minimum requirements. However, even before the proclamation, appearances must be arranged. For that reason, an engagement ceremony will be held with the daughter of Duke Lukaios, and preparations will be made for your marriage prior to the investiture—”

“W-Wait, please!” I interrupted.

Father continued listing necessities without pause, and I only managed to speak up after a delay. This was the kind of man he was, but even so, I couldn’t keep up with the unusually long speech he was giving me now.

Still, there had been one phrase I could not ignore. Father’s expression darkened with irritation at being interrupted, and before, that alone would have been enough for him to scold me and punish me—but today was different.

“Father, I understand that you are rushing because there is little time,” my eldest brother said, stepping in before me, “but surely there are things that must be said first. You need to explain to Ketel what has been kept from him.”

“That’s right,” my second brother added with a light shrug. “Now that he can finally fulfill his role, I understand why you’re in a hurry. But there’s still an order to these things.”

Both my elder brothers spoke up against Father as if shielding me.

Father seemed ashamed of his haste. His brow furrowed, and he cleared his throat.

“… My apologies. Even though it was for your sake, I rushed too much.”

“N-No” I answered uncertainly.

Father… apologized to me?

And said it was for my sake?

Father then explained the circumstances: the emperor’s command, the apology the emperor had made after drunkenly taking advantage of my mother, and how the emperor had arranged for her to enter the count’s house as his second wife.

At that time, the emperor had also said that a child conceived in a single night was a blessing of the gods, and that such a child would carry divine favor. Because of those words, Father said he had raised me carefully.

“That is why I allowed you to live as you wished,” Father said. “His Majesty’s words carry great weight.”

Father’s distant attitude had been because he was measuring the proper distance he should keep between himself and the son of the emperor. And the reason he had never arranged a position for me like he had for my brothers was because of the emperor’s strange superstition.

“It was painful for us as well, being unable to tell you the truth.”

“You understand, don’t you, Ketel?” my eldest brother said gently, while my second brother nodded beside him, now trying to mediate on father’s behalf.

I had no choice but to nod.

I had thought myself calm after speaking with Harty, but hearing the truth directly from those involved only made my confusion stronger.

“Good. Then to the main matter,” Father said.

He began discussing practical matters again.

I would be installed as crown prince.

My political backing would come from Duke Lukaios, who was trusted by the emperor. For that reason, I would have to remarry the duke’s daughter.

There was no avoiding it—this was political necessity. And since it was already far too late for me to begin learning politics from scratch, the marriage was also meant to provide someone who could assist me.

Between receiving the education of a crown prince and preparations for remarriage, the next six months passed in the blink of an eye after learning I was the emperor’s hidden child.

“Welcome home, my lord—ah, Your Highness,” Harty greeted me.

“We’re both still getting used to it,” I replied with a tired smile.

After a day of exhausting crown prince education, I returned to my room, where Harty stood waiting with my son.

My son toddled toward me unsteadily, arms stretched out as if reaching for me.

“There we go. Were you a good boy?” I said playfully as I lifted him.

“Yes, he was good the whole time,” Harty replied with a warm smile. “No fuss at all.”

As I picked him up, I felt the warmth of his small body and the reassuring weight of him in my arms.

Perhaps sensing something behind my sudden question, Harty tilted her head slightly.

“Did something happen?” she asked gently.

“You know I’ll be remarrying the duke’s daughter,” I said after a pause. “After that comes the investiture. I’ll officially become His Highness. When that happens, they told me to leave my son behind in the count’s house.”

“What? What do you mean?” Harty asked in confusion.

I was a child born outside the emperor’s official marriage—an imperial bastard. Simply put, I should have been excluded from inheritance.

But now that I was to become crown prince, my status had been raised to that of a legitimate heir.

And in exchange, they wanted my own son—born to my lawful wife—to be reduced to the status of an illegitimate child.

Once that happened, the House of Nistaf would take responsibility for raising him.

“It’s true that my own viscount family doesn’t have strong enough lineage for someone entering the imperial household…” Harty said hesitantly.

“No,” I interrupted firmly. “I refused to leave him behind. This little boy is my son.”

I lifted him high, supporting him under his arms, and bright laughter rained down at me.

A child should grow up with their parent. That was only natural.

Perhaps because I myself had grown up in such an unnatural situation, I found the courage to resist my father—no, Count Nistaf.

My eldest and second brothers had tried hard to persuade me otherwise, and I argued back just as desperately. By the time it ended, I was exhausted.

“In the end, after explaining everything, they relented,” I continued. “I probably won’t receive Duke Lukaios’s patronage, but the House of Nistaf will act as this child’s guardian instead… Maybe I should have spoken openly and faced them properly much earlier.”

Father had raised many concerns. Most of them seemed to worry about damaging our relationship with Duke Lukaios, who was meant to be my political backer.

But in the end, I only had one child at the moment. There was always the possibility that, like the current empress, I might have only daughters in the future. In that case, disinheriting the son I already had would be foolish. That argument finally convinced them.

“So Harty,” I said quietly, “come with me to the palace. There’s no one else I can trust to care for him.”

“I don’t know how much I’ll truly be able to do…” Harty replied softly. “But yes. If I can watch over the son my sister never had the chance to see grow, then I will gladly come with you.”

We had both lost someone we loved, and that made Harty someone I could trust.

Still, for the sake of my son’s future, we would eventually need more people—tutors and others who could guide him as he grew.

“What kind of person will you become, I wonder?” I murmured, looking down at him with anticipation as I spoke to my son.
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