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It was about two weeks after all of the commotion. The great deal of chaos and confusion meant that there were no noticeable developments around the conflict for the throne.

Meanwhile, Leo and I were on our way to pay a visit to a certain place.

Our destination was the inner palace, where the emperor's consorts resided. The women's palace was located behind the Castle of the Imperial Sword, and only the emperor or those to whom he gave permission could enter.

Leo and I had only one reason for going there—to see our mother.

It was a long time since I'd last visited her. Maybe three months? Of course, it was only me who'd been away so long. According to Leo, ever the devoted son, he had been paying our mother visits whenever he could find a spot of free time.

"Mother? It's Leo and Arn. We've come for a visit."

"Come in, come in. I've baked some snacks. Sit down and have a bite to eat."

Our mother was probably the only woman in the inner palace who would speak so casually to her mostly absent sons.

Her name was Mitsuba. She had long, black hair and black eyes. She was also so youthful and beautiful it was hard to believe she already had two grown sons. She was careful to maintain that appearance.

Mitsuba was a dancer from the east—a legendary dancer whose beauty was so great that our father fell in love and proposed to her at first sight.

Well, what she was most legendary for was her purported condition upon marriage to the emperor that he have no say in how her children would be educated—an eccentric request, but that, too, was just how she was. In fact, the emperor had never interfered with how Leo and I were brought up and educated. Because of that, one of her sons turned out, well, like I did, but at least Leo turned out all right, so you could say the outcome was even.

We sat down to the table and sampled our mother's baking. Before long, she spoke.

"I haven't seen you in a while, Arn."

"Yes, Mother. It's nice to see you again."

"Were you too busy having fun mucking around? Or have you gotten a girlfriend?"

"The former."

"That's unfortunate. The both of you need more women in your lives. Tell your mother some exciting love stories from time to time."

Every so often, I wondered if Mother had forgotten that her sons were princes.

Me dating someone would be a big ordeal, and all the more so for Leo. Whoever it was would have to have an investigation into their family, their background, and everything else.

That said, Leo and I had been raised as normal children, without any of those concerns. We were instructed on the minimum necessities of basic decorum, but that was all we'd been required to learn.

Our mother's parenting philosophy was to let kids do whatever they wanted. That's why I didn't even get in trouble for running away from my tutor when the lessons were too boring. I was reminded every time I did so, however, that I needed to study if I thought it was something necessary for my future.

Reflecting back on my childhood, it was really quite horrifying. What had my mother been thinking, educating her sons like that? Thanks to that laissez-faire and autonomous upbringing, my mother's elder son turned into a lazy bum, and the younger one became a hard-working and upright individual. I guess our natural personalities certainly came out.

"Well, never mind. What brings the two of you here today?"

"Recently, I was appointed the position of ambassador extraordinary, and Arn is to be my aide. We came to let you know we might be leaving the empire sometime in the near future."

"Oh, really? If you bring back any gifts, I'd like something I can eat. I don't really need any little tchotchkes."

I sighed. It amazed me that my mother could get along in the inner palace with that personality.

There was currently a battle of influence going on within the inner palace, among mothers secretly plotting to help their own children ascend the throne. Being under the scrutiny of the emperor and the empress who oversaw the inner palace, no one openly took any action, but it was still a place where one was required to act with careful deliberation.

"Mother... Aren't you worried?"

"You want me to worry about you? Don't be such a child, Leo. I'm not interested in expressing worry over my eighteen-year-old sons. If His Majesty has given you the job, it means he knows you can do it. I trust his judgment."

"I see. In that case, I will do my work with confidence."

"I was added kind of as an afterthought, but I'll do what I can."

"Do just as you like. Even if you screw up, it's not like you'll be killed."

That was Mother's reply as she sipped her tea. Most other mothers would've warned their children not to make any mistakes, or to use this as a chance to gain the emperor's favor.

As I was musing on that, there was a knock at the door.

After Mother replied, the door opened, and Krista peeked her head in.

"Oh, Krista! Do come in!"

"Mother!"

Krista ran over to our mother with a rare look of joy and sat on her lap. Once her tiny body was situated on Mother's knees, she stared at the treats on the table. She seemed to sense that they'd been brought out for Leo and me.

"Go on and have some. Arn and Leo aren't eating much."

"Really? Can I?"

Krista turned to us.

"Sure thing. Have as much as you want."

"I might have some more myself. Let's eat them together, Krista."

"Okay!" Krista chirped back and reached for the treats, looking utterly at peace. It was like she was with her real mother. Krista's birth mother had died when she was a baby, and our mother had offered to raise her. Ever since then, Krista had loved our mother as her own, and she was fond of Leo and I as her adopted brothers.

"By the way, Elna came to see me the other day. She apologized about something having to do with you, Arn. What could that have been?"

"Ahh, yeah. It was her butting in that got me saddled with this aide to the ambassador thing."

"You are so lazy sometimes!"

Krista pointed the arm of her stuffed rabbit at me. Apparently, the rabbit was supposed to be scolding me. I frowned and everyone laughed.

Time flew by as we relaxed and chatted. Just as I was about to suggest we get going, Mother suddenly piped up with a question.

"I nearly forgot. I wanted to ask you something."

"What is it?"

"Which of the two of you is Blau Mowe going to marry?"

"Pfffff!"

Leo and I simultaneously spluttered our tea. Coughing, I wiped my mouth with the towel Krista offered. Sheesh. Mother could've at least warned us that a crazy question was coming.
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 "Neither of us have that kind of a relationship with Finne, Mother."

"But there, see? You're even on a first name basis with her. So I'm guessing Leo has the upper hand, hm?"

"Well, there are rumors among the people that they make a nice couple."

I grabbed that opportunity to turn the attention onto Leo.

Leo shot me a look accusing me of being a traitor, but there was no way I was getting myself involved in such an annoying conversation.

Just as I was preparing to make a hasty exit, I was ambushed from an unexpected source.

"Finne is Arn's friend, Mother," Krista said.

"Oh! Is that so?"

"Yes. Finne is sooo pretty. I think she and Arn would be good together."

"Well, well, well."

"Hey, come on now..."

I wasn't sure how to respond to Mother's knowing look of pleasant surprise.

She had some nerve, taking such a small girl's words at face value. Finne and me, good together? Anyone in the capital who heard that would laugh.

"We've just spent a lot of time together due to our connection with the Kleinert household. There's nothing between the two of us."

"But she is still the most beautiful woman in the kingdom, you know. Isn't that right, Krista?"

"Hmmm... I think you're even more beautiful!"

"Thank you, dear. I think you're the most beautiful, too."

Seeing the two of them inexplicably start hugging, I sighed and stood up, gave a quick goodbye, and then started to leave.

"Going so soon?"

"I've been here quite a while, and I have plans with someone else later today. You all stay."

"Bye, Arn."

"Bye, Krista. Goodbye, Mother."

"Take care of yourself. You're always working too hard."

"I've never worked hard a single day in my entire life. I've always taken it easy."

"Really? Well, if you say so. Good luck with everything."

After leaving my mother and the inner palace, I felt a surge of renewed determination.

Things were just getting started. I had to protect my family and their peace of mind. I couldn't afford to rest.

"Sebas."

"Yes?"

"Find out the weaknesses of all the nobles who are still taking neutral positions. I'm going to do as much as I can while I'm still in the capital."

"Very well."

And just like that, my secret scheming resumed.
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"Hello there, Count Baelz."

"Well hello, Prince Arnold. What can I do for you today?"

Count Baelz was a court noble without a personal territory. His family had been employed by the empire in important positions for many generations, and Count Baelz himself worked with the empire's civil construction and water systems as vice minister of engineering. He had also consistently kept his distance from the conflict for the throne. Since his occupation could confer no direct influence on the conflict, the other three rivals had also made no purposeful effort to involve him.

I had made my way to the count's manor today because of certain whispers I'd heard.

"Actually, there's a rumor going around..."

Count Baelz was a man in his thirties. His thinning hair combined with his weakly appearance had long left him without much attention from women. However, a few years earlier, a marriage had finally been arranged. He was a capable man from a distinguished family who had earned the spot of senior vice minister. He could have found any number of promising partners if he looked in the right places. Unfortunately, he had looked in the wrong ones.

"A-a rumor...?"

"Yes, just a mere rumor. But there's been talk that your wife is out on the town night after night, spending money like she's royalty. Everyone's wondering where she could be getting all that money from. Or so I hear."

"A-ah. That's...quite an exaggeration. My wife certainly does enjoy going out, yes, but spending money like royalty? Why, that's just..."

Count Baelz wiped the beading sweat off his forehead with a handkerchief, looking slightly panicked. It seemed Sebas' intel had been correct.

According to Sebas' investigation, Count Baelz had been complaining about his wife to friends of his. His complaints had apparently been extreme, saying he wanted a divorce, and if that wasn't possible, then he would commit suicide.

Based on his behavior, I guessed that he wasn't fond of his wife's spending habits. The question was, how far had he gone in his efforts to handle them?

"Count Baelz?"

"Y-yes?!"

When I changed my tone and glared sharply, the count noticeably straightened his posture. I wondered whether that was a sign of guilty feelings or just his natural disposition.

"There is also another rumor going around that you might be using the empire's money."

"I-I am doing nothing of the sort! I have spent my life dedicated to my profession as a loyal subject of Adrasia! Please, you must believe me!"

"I would like to, but I'm here today because these rumors have made it all the way to the castle. If my father hears any of this, there'll be hell to pay. I'd like to deal with this before that happens."

The blood instantly drained from Count Baelz's face.

This guy was sure easy to read. He might just be weak and afraid, but he seems eager to not let the emperor know of the rumors. Maybe this could work.

"P-please, Your Highness! You have to help me!"

"I'm not interested in helping any criminals. Nor is Leo."

"I've never touched the empire's money! I swear!"

"Then where's the money coming from? A count's salary alone shouldn't be able to support your wife's activities."

"A-at first I had some savings, so I was making do with that... But soon that was all gone, so I borrowed money from some friends, and then recently I've even borrowed from a merchant. I feel terrible about taking money from my friends, and it's nearly the deadline to pay back the merchant... Oh, what am I going to do?"

Why in the world did he marry a woman like that?

That was the rather uncharitable thought going through my head when the door was suddenly and violently thrown open.

"Dear! You didn't give me enough money this month! What's going on?!"

"B-Bettina?! Please leave! I'm in the middle of an important conversation with Prince Arnold!"

Barging into the room was a flamboyantly beautiful, blonde woman. She looked to be about my age or maybe a little older. Definitely young to be the wife of a man in his thirties.

Her outfit was bold, too. She was wearing a dress I often saw worn by women of the inner palace, and her jewelry was all authentic.

I could understand the count's desire to leave her.

"A prince? Who are you?"

"Bettina!"

"My name is Arnold Lakes Aadler. It's nice to meet you, Countess Baelz."

"Arnold? Ahh! The Insipid Prince, isn't it? Duke Holzwirt's son was talking about you. You're the pathetic prince who lost all his good qualities to his twin brother. I hear you're worthless. What business do you have with me and my husband?"

"......"

Count Baelz stood in stunned silence.

I felt the same way. The only other person who so blatantly mocked me was Ghido. Maybe the count's wife thought that, since Ghido did it, then she could, too? But Ghido was an old friend of my family and the son of a duke. They were completely different in status.

This woman was really an idiot. I sympathized with the count now that I'd witnessed it for myself.

"G-get out of here."

"Excuse me? Are you seriously ordering me around?"

"Just get out!!"

It must have been the count's first ever outburst.

The bewildered Bettina scowled, expressing her disgust, and then left the room.

"Please forgive my wife's rudeness, Your Highness!"

"I don't really mind. I'm used to it. You've sure got a fiery one, huh?"

"We married when she was only seventeen. She was the daughter of provincial nobility, well-known for her beauty. I fell in love with her the first time I laid eyes on her, and I sent her gift after gift until she agreed to marry me. After that, I kept on giving her whatever she wanted, intent only on keeping her affection... But things just kept escalating, and now she seems to have confused herself for upper-class or imperial nobility."

"I think it's obvious your wife's the one at fault here, but you also have responsibility for enabling her. As her husband, you should have admonished her and made her change her habits."

"Yes... Yes, you're entirely right."

The poor count must have been completely heartbroken. He gave off a pathetic aura, standing there hanging his head.

Now then, how was I to proceed from here? I would need a slight change of plans.

I had originally planned on slowly but surely earning the count's trust, but at this rate, he might commit suicide before I could accomplish that.

There was only one thing to do.

"Is the reason you can't ask for a divorce is because you were the one who asked her to marry you in the first place?"

"That's part of it... But also, when we announced our marriage to the emperor, he was so terribly pleased and...gave us several generous gifts."

"I see. That does make a divorce difficult."

I had set my sights on Count Baelz not only because of his wife's vices but also because my father held him in high regard. He was probably considering the count for minister of engineering in the future. Count Baelz was dedicated to his profession and not prone to frivolous pursuits, an easy man for an employer to place trust in.

If the emperor knew of the count's circumstances, he would likely recommend a divorce himself; as a mere subject, the count had no way of knowing that. There had to be a go-between to facilitate communication.

"You're not a foolish man, Count Baelz. You know why I'm here, don't you?"

"Y-yes. You're here to get me to join Prince Leonard's sphere of influence."

"Right. I would have preferred to spend some more time to make sure that you were trustworthy, but I can see that you might not last that long. I'm going to have Leo explain your situation to our father. If Father is in favor of a divorce, then you will divorce your wife immediately. I'll also write a letter to your wife's family. Everything will be taken care of."

"R-really?!"

Count Baelz looked at me as a man gazing upon his savior. He must have seriously been at his wit's end.

Granted, my plan may have been slightly selfish, but it was all for the sake of the battle for the throne. His wife would just have to deal with it. They both deserved what they got. The only difference was that Count Baelz was of use to us, while his wife was not.

Now the question was, how was I going to spin all this to Leo? Knowing my brother, I suspect he would suggest that the count and his wife just need to talk it out.

However, I wanted to avoid letting him meet the count's wife. I didn't want him to develop any trauma around women.

"Count Baelz, would you mind penning a letter of petition to Leo?"

"A letter?"

"Yes, and soon. That will make it more convincing."

"Convincing? How so?"

"Because Leo is a nice guy. If I just tell him what you're going through, he might try to fix things between you and your wife. That isn't what you want, is it?"

"N-no! I'll write the letter right away!"

The count began writing a letter of entreaty to Leo.

It was eye-opening to see a man like the count, born into the empire's nobility and respected and successful in his career, reduced to such pitiful circumstances all because of a single woman.

Choosing a wife really wasn't a decision to be taken lightly.

That thought brought to mind the two women most prominent in my own life—Finne and Elna. Imagining each of them as my wife filled me with despondency. I'd be heading for a world of trouble marrying either one of them. Better not even go there.

What I wanted was a woman who was totally and completely normal.

"Here, Your Highness. Is this all right?"

"Let me see."

I read over the count's letter with a grimace.

He'd written a detailed account of all his wife's wrongdoings. Even in written form, the count's dissatisfaction clearly came across.

I sighed as I finished reading the scathing letter.

"After we help you out of this, make sure you don't let love cloud your judgment a second time."

"I-I won't! I'll never fall for a woman's wiles again! I will loyally and faithfully serve you and Prince Leonard!"

"Whoa, don't get the wrong idea. You'll only be helping us out. Your master is still the emperor, not my brother and I."

"M-my apologies..."

I had to make sure to drive home that point. If the count started acting reverential around Leo, it would give our enemies an extra target. I wanted as few of those unnecessary weaknesses as possible.

"I'll take your letter, then. I'll get back to you in a few days with the results."

"Thank you! I can't tell you how much I appreciate this."

With that, I left Count Baelz's manor.

On my way out, I noticed the count's wife glaring at him from afar. At least he only had to put up with her for a few more days.

In the end, when I showed Leo the letter, his initial reply was the very understandable question of why they'd ever gotten married in the first place. Once I explained and persuaded him to go along with my plan, he spoke with Father about the situation. Father immediately demanded the count be allowed to divorce his wife, and things swiftly proceeded accordingly. From the emperor's perspective, he couldn't let a top candidate for the future minister of engineering be driven bankrupt by some provincial noble's daughter, after all.

Once we had Count Baelz on our side, Leo's influence grew the smallest fraction larger.
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"Are you pleased?"

I had some documentation to organize and was in my room doing so. Finne had just finished brewing tea when she randomly asked me that question.

"About what?"

"About gaining Count Baelz as an ally. I can certainly sympathize with him in some ways, but I can't deny that what happened seems to be mostly his own fault. Giving your young wife lots of presents and then divorcing her when it gets out of control... That just seems unacceptable, from a woman's point of view."

"When you look at it from only that perspective, what the count did is pretty despicable, sure."

"Is there another way to look at it?"

Based on the way Finne pointedly continued digging, I assumed that she was fairly upset by what had happened. Well, I had to admit, it definitely couldn't have felt good from the wife's perspective, being professed undying love and then being cast away as soon as she became a burden.

However, the issue was bigger than only the count and his wife. I explained as I continued sorting documents.

"Count Baelz's ex-wife Bettina is from the Baum household, nobility from the southern region of the empire. Count Baum is related to Duke Kruger, the highest-ranking noble in the South. Have you heard of him?"

"Of course. One of the emperor's consorts is from the Kruger household, right?"

"Right. His fifth consort is the current Duke Kruger's younger sister. That means the Kruger household is on close terms with the imperial family. So now, here's your next question. Who are the emperor's fifth consort's children?"

After thinking for a moment, Finne clapped her hands as if remembering the answer. Still, she replied uncertainly.

"They're Princess Zandra and..."

"The Ninth Imperial Prince. The younger prince is of no concern right now. What's important is the connection between Bettina and Zandra."

"Their connection? But Bettina is just some relative of Princess Zandra's mother's family. That doesn't seem like such a strong connection. Is it?"

"No, not normally. But this case is slightly different. By the way, do you remember which base of supporters are allied with each of our rivals?"

"Oh, yes. Prince Erik has the civil servants, Prince Gordon has the military, and Princess Zandra has the support of the mages. Right?"

Huh. Apparently she did remember. Of course, we'd be in serious trouble if she couldn't remember even something that simple, though. When I confirmed that Finne was correct, she responded with a joyful affirmation. Marveling anew at how easy she was to please, I continued with my explanation.

"So, of those three, which support base do you think is the weakest within the capital?"

"The capital? Not the empire?"

"Right, the capital."

"Umm... Well, Prince Erik is obviously the strongest. So it's either Prince Gordon or Princess Zandra, but... Okay, I know! It's Prince Gordon!"

"Why?"

"The military personnel are all out on the front lines, so I thought maybe they'd be the weakest within the capital?"

"Your reasoning isn't wrong, but that's the incorrect answer. There are some military personnel who aren't deployed, after all. The correct answer is Zandra."

"Awww, I got it wrong... Why is Princess Zandra's the weakest?"

After thinking about the easiest way to explain it, I grabbed some of the cookies on the table. Probably because they went over well with Krista, today's cookies were shaped like animals.

I took lion, bird, and wolf cookies and set the lion and the bird on the plate closest to myself. I then broke the wolf cookie and scattered the pieces.

"Awww, I got the shapes to come out so well this time..."

"Sorry about that. Now, the two cookies on this plate are Erik and Gordon, and the scattered pieces are Zandra. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

Finne remained silent, clearly puzzled.

"I guess not. That's okay. The civil servants and the military servants are in the capital often, by nature of their work. But mages aren't necessarily employed by the empire. Some do serve in imperial positions, of course, but they're provincial nobles, military officers out on the borders... They're located all over the empire."

"That makes sense! So the point is, Princess Zandra doesn't have that many supporters based within the capital, right?"

"Basically, yeah. But the main issue is what comes next."

"Huh? All that wasn't the even main point yet?"

Finne took a step back, anxious that things were about to get even more difficult.

I gave her a wry smile and tried to make my explanation as simple as possible.

"I'll break it down into the basics. By its nature, Zandra's support base gives her fewer supporters in important positions compared to Gordon and Erik. When it comes to communicating their wishes to the emperor, Gordon can go through the military officers and Erik the civil servants, but Zandra has no such pipeline. That creates a problem for her, right?"

"Yes, I see. Whether a candidate has supporters that can participate in the council of ministers or not makes a big difference."

"Exactly. So, all this time, Zandra has been coming up with strategies to get her supporters into ministerial positions."

"Is that even possible? Doesn't the emperor decide who holds those positions?"

"Well, there is one way."

At that point, I took the cookies on the plate and stacked them on top of each other.

Finne watched with a curious tilt of her head. That small gesture alone was alluring enough to steal the heart of someone who wasn't accustomed to looking at her. I definitely couldn't ever let Count Baelz get such an opportunity. He'd be after her hand in marriage before I knew it.

I, however, remained unaffected and proceeded to break the lion cookie on top into pieces.

"No! Not again!"

"Calm down. They're going to get eaten anyway, right? This is the way Zandra gets the people she wants as ministers."

"What do you mean?"

"Let me rephrase. The lion cookie represented the current minister. The bird cookie that used to be underneath was the potential candidate for that ministerial position. By breaking the lion, the bird now has a chance to take that spot."

"I get it now! So Princess Zandra is preparing a potential candidate for minister to have on hand, and ousting the current minister."

Finne was getting the idea now. She was always smart enough, but just lacked the knack for this type of strategic methodology. Not that she couldn't also be frighteningly naive from time to time.

"That's right. She can place a supporter into vice minister or other higher-up position, or coax the one already serving in that position into supporting her. Then, once the minister above them are cast out of their seat, she'd have the influence of the imperial minister."

"I see... So then, what does all that have to do with Count Baelz?"

I sighed.

"What position does Count Baelz hold?"

"Vice minister of engineering? ...Oh!"

Finally, the dots were connecting.

Well, it was relatively complicated. I couldn't blame her for taking a few minutes.

"Zandra has been manipulating Bettina via her mother's family. Bettina was basically being urged to go and spend money with abandon, so she happily acquiesced. Then, more recently, Zandra gave Bettina a new command."

"There's more?"

"This is the most important piece. Bettina was having an affair with the current minister of engineering. Purportedly it was the minister who started things, but I think it's safe to assume that Bettina was the one who seduced him. What's more, the minister of engineering's wife is the daughter of a personal friend of the emperor. Apparently, it was actually the emperor who introduced the couple in the first place. So the emperor would obviously be enraged to find out about an affair."

"So you're saying...all of that was Princess Zandra's doing, from the very beginning?"

"Yep. Zandra orchestrated the whole thing. She provided Count Baelz, up to that point unlucky in love, with a beautiful woman, then had her cause him trouble. At the same time, she was setting up the minister of engineering, preparing to have him kicked out of his position. Then she could wait for the perfect timing to swoop in and save Count Baelz, and report the minister of engineering's affair to the emperor. And voila! One of her supporters is now a minister."

"H-hang on a minute! Then, that means..."

I grinned at Finne's look of disbelief.

The multi-year plot was a huge undertaking. Zandra had probably begun putting it into motion way back when the crown prince passed away. Unfortunately, she made a fatal mistake at the final step.

"Yep. We foiled her plan. She's probably furious right about now."

"But that can't be good! Why would you anger Princess Zandra right when you and Master Leo are about to leave the capital?!"

"It's precisely because Leo and I are going to be away that we have to do something about Zandra. We can't block any attacks as long as we're gone. But what if the balance of influence among the three front-runners is thrown off? Zandra lost an important strategy thanks to our interference. That's going to be a blow to her amount of influence. Erik and Gordon won't overlook the opportunity that affords them. They can take us out anytime, but they can only attack Zandra now, while she's weak. If I were them, I'd make a move to cut off her influence."

"You had all of that thought through?"

"It's all thanks to Sebas. He got valuable information out of the assassin, and he also investigated into Count Baelz."

Zandra had made some stupid mistakes, too.

She sent the same assassin she used in her plot around Count Baelz to then come after me. Because of that, her entire scheme was exposed. She probably hadn't expected the assassin to break down and betray her, but that was her fault for underestimating us.

"Umm... I've been wondering. Just who is Sebas, really?"

"Hm? Didn't I tell you? Sebas is a former assassin and a skilled one at that. His nickname was the 'Grim Reaper,' and he was famous across the entire continent."

"What?! Why is someone like that working as your steward?!"

"I'll tell you all about it another time. It's a long story. So, now that you know everything, are you still upset with me for helping Count Baelz?"

"N-no..."

"I didn't think so. I bet Zandra even had a hand in making sure he never had any luck with women. He's been a vice minister for the last three years. Normally he should have had plenty of eager dates."

"I'm starting to feel really sorry for him."

"Me too. He's been Zandra's puppet for years now, even down to his marriage. We rescued him from a life of manipulation. Though we are still using him for our own purposes, just like Zandra was."

I remarked as I finished organizing my papers. It was all documentation regarding the minister of engineering's affair. I would have Count Baelz submit them to my father.

We were about to begin waging a secret battle against Zandra. Gordon would undoubtedly take the opportunity to act as well, so the battle for the throne would finally be intensifying. But that was okay. Gordon saw Zandra as an arch enemy, and knowing Zandra's personality, I bet she would loathe nothing more than him getting the better of her. The two of them attacking each other would be advantageous to us, and Erik wouldn't take any deliberate actions amid those circumstances.

While Leo and I were away from the capital, we'd let Gordon and Zandra wear themselves out fighting over influence.

I mulled over those thoughts as I popped a piece of broken cookie into my mouth.
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"Is this true?!"

Emperor Johannes thrust the documents submitted by Count Baelz at the minister of engineering. Flames of anger flickered in his eyes.

His affair exposed, the minister fell to his knee and apologized.

"Please forgive me, Your Majesty! It was merely a lapse in judgment!"

"Laying hands on another man's wife is a serious crime! Surely a minister would be aware of that! And the wife of one of your own subordinates?! What were you thinking?!"

"I-I... It was Bettina! She came onto me! You must forgive me! I was seduced! I was trapped!"

"So you'll sleep with your subordinate's wife if she seduces you? I suppose you'd sleep with my own consorts if they propositioned you too?!"

"I-I never said anything of the sort!"

"It's the same thing! You're saying the woman is entirely to blame, are you not?!"

Johannes' anger could not be assuaged.

The emperor had entrusted the minister of engineering with his job for decades. After all he'd done, even playing matchmaker between the minister and his friend's daughter, having his kindness repaid with such scandal made the emperor's blood boil.

That wasn't the only reason for his uncontrollable fury. There was also the fact that the other party in the affair was the wife of Count Baelz, someone the emperor trusted and looked after.

It had been the emperor who ordered Count Baelz to investigate his wife's misdeeds. His high opinion of the man had led to him assuring Count Baelz, initially reluctant, that if there were any issues, then he himself would handle the situation.

A major part of Zandra's scheme had depended on the fact that Johannes trusted Count Baelz. In the emperor's mind, the count wasn't the type of man to scheme and overthrow his boss, and truth be told, stooping to such devious methods was not in the count's nature. That's why, in Johannes' eyes, it appeared obvious that the minister of engineering had been the one to use his capable vice minister's wife as a threat, in order to protect his own position.

All that had gone precisely as Zandra planned. In other circumstances, it would have been more natural to suspect that Count Baelz had used his wife to smear the reputation of the minister of engineering, but the trust and respect between Johannes and Count Baelz, and the count's personality, prevented that from being a consideration.

Having heard of the count's troubles with his wife, Johannes was also already sympathetic toward him. Therefore, Johannes' judgment was swift.

"I hereby revoke your position as minister of engineering. Return home, repent, and await your punishment!"

"No, please, Your Majesty! Please!"

"Summon Count Baelz!"

Johannes' anger still smoldered as he gave his next command.

A moment or two later, a cowering Count Baelz came before him. The first thing out of his mouth was an apology.

"I am so very sorry, Your Majesty! My ex-wife's misdeeds are a result of my own inadequate supervision!"

"Baelz... What are you talking about? There's no need to hold yourself responsible."

"B-but—"

"I trust you. Some might see your gullibility around bad women as a weakness, but it's something I appreciate about you. You are straightforward and honest, and dedicated to your work. I have always felt compelled to appoint people like you to ministerial positions. So, would you consider becoming the next minister of engineering?"

"I-I can't accept such an important post! My wife committed a crime! Please, you must punish me!"

"She isn't your wife anymore, and besides that, the blame lies largely with the current minister. A woman's attempts at seduction do not grant permission to engage in adultery. I have no intention of punishing you for what happened, and I will take care of anyone who tries to slander your name."

"Y-Your Majesty..."

"Let me repeat my request. You, Count Baelz, will hereby serve as minister of engineering. I hope you will continue to strive for the good of the empire."

"...I will never forget your kindness and generosity. In the name of the Baelz household, I shall fulfill my duties to the best of my ability."

And so, Count Baelz accepted the post of minister of engineering.

After a few more remarks, Johannes dismissed him. Then, he sank deep into his throne and slowly exhaled.

At that moment a new voice entered the scene.

"Things are finally heating up."

"...Hello, Franz."

Without warning or welcome, a man around the same age as the emperor appeared in the room. He had light gray hair and wore white civil servant clothing. There was only one position in the empire who could don such a uniform.

It was the chancellor—head of the civil service.

The man's name was Franz Seebeck. As made evident by the lack of a "Von" within his name, he wasn't born into a family of nobility. Franz was the empire's greatest success story, as a man who'd climbed from the son of a lowly innkeeper to the position of chancellor all on his own wits and hard work.

Johannes addressed him.

"The fight for ministerial positions is a customary feature of battles for the throne, and the current ministers should be aware of it. That's why it's important to pay careful attention to one's surroundings. Being seduced into an affair with a subordinate's wife is an unthinkable transgression. Sooner or later, it will bring harm to the empire. If I don't replace him immediately, then the damage could extend to me as well."

"I have no qualms with your decision. However, are you certain about appointing Count Baelz as minister, no questions asked? I smell a plot behind all of this."

To Franz, who had served as adviser to Johannes since his days as a prince, the situation surrounding Count Baelz was nothing if not suspicious. The only reason he didn't investigate further was because it was forbidden to interfere in the conflict for the throne. Otherwise, he'd likely have launched a thorough investigation.

"If it is part of a plot, that's fine with me. Baelz is competent, and he'd never come up with any schemes himself. Therefore I have no problem giving him the position. Besides, anyone who can't come up with at least one good scheme has no business becoming emperor."

"What a peculiar thing to say. As I recall, I was the one in charge of your schemes back when you were a prince."

"The ability to recognize talent and the ability to delegate are both essential qualities for an emperor in and of themselves. I recognized your abilities immediately. That's why I freely entrusted you with my strategizing. And it's thanks to you that I'm sitting here now."

"Don't be silly. You were always clever enough that you'd have earned the throne with or without me."

Following that last remark, Franz spent a few moments reliving the past. Johannes did the same.

The emperor's children were about to take the same path that he himself had once traversed. It was a path wet with blood. Even knowing that, Johannes wouldn't stop them.

The fight for the throne had made Johannes who he was today, and the experience would be an invaluable asset to whoever became emperor.

The Adrasia Empire was powerful, but not invincible. It had rivals to fight against. That was why the empire needed an emperor who was consistently smart, skilled, and strong. The battle for the throne was what helped single out such a candidate and was good practice for one's service as emperor.

Anyone who couldn't survive that battle and come out victorious was unqualified to be emperor. It was something of a tradition, passed down through generations of the imperial family.

"Back in the day, you pretended to be a fool. Even as the eldest son, people used to refer to you as the prodigal prince."

"All because it was too dangerous to lead the conflict for the throne. That's how great the risk of being assassinated is. It's what happened to my own son..."

"There was never any evidence found of an assassination. You and I both thoroughly investigated the crown prince's death. Do you still suspect that possibility?"

"I'm convinced of it. The crown prince was murdered. He was brilliant, but he was too kind. Someone exploited that. If only he'd had someone close to him who could at least make up for that one weakness..."

"That part was up to fate. And while we're on the subject, I'm intrigued to see what our fourth runner-up in influence will bring to the table this time around."

Johannes grinned in response to Franz's comment. He felt the same way.

"So you're wondering too, huh? At first glance, Leonard's influence appears to have been garnered by his charismatic personality. But without a doubt, there's someone else working behind the scenes. He'd never have been able to grow his influence so quickly otherwise."

"Do you think that someone is Prince Arnold?"

"Yes. He reminds me of myself. I get the feeling his incompetence is all an act."

"I agree. But unlike you, Your Majesty, I do not sense any aspiration for the throne in him. He also appears to be engineering his own bad reputation. From what I hear, no matter what anyone does to him, he never fights back, and by now, all the nobility utterly disrespect him."

"I have no clue what that boy is thinking. But during that debacle with the monsters during the festival, he immediately sent Elna to help fight. He even broke his own wristband so that no blame could be placed on her and the other knights. It's proof that he was considering what might happen if Keel were to fall. At the very least, I don't believe he's as stupid as people say. Of course, I could be overestimating him."

"Is that why you gave him the aide to the ambassador post? To test him and find out? I didn't much approve of that decision. Now there will be no one left to direct Master Leonard's influence."

"I did have that goal in mind, yes, but I admit it was a slightly impulsive move. I didn't like that smug look on his face. He looked like the cat who'd caught the canary. I couldn't stand it."

Franz nearly retorted that that was a bit like the pot calling the kettle black, but then thought better of it. He knew that the emperor would categorically deny it.

But Franz knew otherwise. Arnold and Johannes were a whole lot more alike than the emperor chose to recognize.

However, Johannes had always had an objective—to become emperor. Franz didn't sense that from Arnold.

People without clear objectives or strong convictions caused confusion. That confusion grew even greater when said person had power.

If Arnold did have any convictions, he should be able to surmount the current crisis by whatever means it took. That must have been what Johannes was hoping to see.

And once the crisis was solved, then and only then would Johannes acknowledge Arnold and Leonard as viable candidates for his throne.

"I suppose for the time being you'll be keeping an eye on the dark horse twin princes to see what the two are capable of, then, hm?"

"Dark horse twin princes... I like that. Those two are like two sides of one coin. Leonard is the very image of his older brother, the crown prince, always walking the straight and narrow. If Arnold can support him from behind the scenes, they might just take the throne."

"Perhaps. But the other front-runners are all extraordinary candidates. They'd have all made fine emperors if they'd been born in different generations. As things stand, the twins' chance of success is still weak, as I see it."

"That's a good thing. A great and wise emperor is born out of a fierce fight for the throne. The empire is in good hands."

To Johannes, as someone who always thought first and foremost of the good of the empire, this was good news. However, deep down, Johannes also had another wish. He wished for as little bloodshed as possible among his children.

Realizing that the emperor could never express that sentiment aloud, Johannes got to work on his next order of official business.




5




"Your Highness! We've received word that Princess Zandra is trying to sway Viscount Helmer!"

"Send out people to convince him to stay on our side! Don't let her win over any more of our influence!"

"Your Highness! We've lost Commander Roemer of the capital garrison to Princess Zandra!"

"What?! Damn it! We can't have any more defectors! Mobilize everyone who's available to help retain our supporters! I'll head out, too!"

That night, the battle over influence was in full force.

Ever since we'd hijacked Zandra's plan, she had been steadily stealing away Leo's supporters in revenge.

Leo had his hands full trying to manage and mitigate the damage.

"What a mess, huh?"

"Then help me out here! Especially since you're the one who started this feud in the first place!"

"Hey, hang on a second. I did come up with the plan to help out poor Count Baelz, but you approved and agreed with me. I'll apologize that it ended up in a feud, but even if we'd done nothing at all, Zandra would've come after us eventually anyway. Things worked out just right."

"Then just help me already!"

"Slugging it out isn't my specialty. I'll let you handle this one. There's nothing I can do anyway."

"If there's nothing you can do, then there's nothing I can do, either."

"Hey, come on, now. Being too humble makes you come off as sarcastic. If you get out there and engage, plenty of supporters will reconsider defecting to Zandra's side. Those who stay are your true supporters. You can do it."

"You're impossible. Just you wait. I'm definitely not letting you off the hook helping when it comes to my work as ambassador, you hear?"

With that, Leo put on his coat and left the room.

I heaved a long sigh as I watched him go.

Zandra had gone on the offensive, but she hadn't won over any of our main sources of influence. She was currently after our relatively new supporters. Losing them wouldn't be too serious a blow.

The main concern was how to preserve the most fundamental and key members of our support base. But it was Leo's job to figure that out.

What I needed to think about were the intentions behind our enemy's actions.

"Sebas."

"Yes, Your Highness?"

"What would you do if you were Zandra? Who would you go after?"

"If it were me, I wouldn't make any proactive attacks, knowing that any attempts to do so would be easy targets for interference. If I were to go after my rival's supporters at all, I would wait a while longer. I think I would be more concerned with retaining my own supporters for the time being."

"I understand all that, but Zandra's mad, and she is attacking us. What would you expect in that case?"

After considering my question for a moment, Sebas looked at the package of sweets on the table, then seemed to have a burst of insight before he murmured in response.

He'd realized it too—as I'd expected. It was obvious to anyone who gave it a little thought.

"Lady Finne. I would target Lady Finne."

"Exactly my thought. Once Leo and I are gone, she'll be the only main representative of our faction left. That'll make her the obvious target."

"Indeed. However, simply targeting Lady Finne openly will raise one problem."

"Right. Father would step in. But say she were out making rounds to help secure our supporters, and she happened to be attacked by some thug? Then Father's anger would be directed at us."

"Will you leave Lady Finne back at the castle, then? I don't believe I have seen her recently."

"No, I've sent her somewhere safer. The castle isn't perfectly secure, and we can't risk one of the castle staff being coerced to fetch her outside."

The Castle of the Imperial Sword had impeccable security, but only toward outside intruders. It didn't apply to the possibility of coercion from within. The upper floor, where the emperor resided, was impenetrably guarded, but I couldn't send Finne under my father's care just because she might be in danger.

"Somewhere safe? As far as I know, being with you is the safest for her."

"No. Word that it was me who contacted Count Baelz must be out by now. I'll be on top of Zandra's list of enemies to kill. I can't afford to keep Finne with me."

"I see. Perhaps getting Count Baelz involved was a mistake, after all? Zandra may have realized that you've been concealing your true aptitude. A hawk hiding its claws. I can't imagine that risk was worth it."

"I can't keep playing the fool forever, and it must've become somewhat apparent once I sent Elna to assist Father, anyway. Plus, a little research will reveal that you used to be a high-profile assassin. Zandra's probably still under the helpful misunderstanding that you're the one behind everything."

"You mustn't underestimate your siblings. Better to assume the worst. Those three brothers and sisters of yours have your father's blood in their veins, just the same as you do."

"I know. Don't worry, I'm not underestimating anyone. In fact, I doubt there's anyone who thinks more highly of those three than I do."

I sent Finne away from me because I was on maximum alert for danger.

Zandra's attacks were, without a doubt, an attempt to draw Finne out of hiding. Even if she didn't accomplish that, she still would have gotten some of our supporters to defect. That would be a loss in terms of our influence, but better than losing Finne.

"Yes, you certainly don't appear to be underestimating them. In fact, you seem unusually serious. Might that be because Finne is involved?"

"Yeah, I guess. She's Duke Kleinert's daughter. If we lose her now, we'd have no hope of recovering."

"Is that really all there is to it? Normally, once you understood an opponent's target, you would plan a counterattack. This time, you've gone entirely on the defensive. Is that not because you are reluctant to place Lady Finne in harm's way?"

"What are you trying to say?"

"Nothing at all. I think it's a good strategy. I think Lady Mitsuba would be quite pleased, as well."

Sebas remarked with a knowing smile. I was about to argue but decided to stay silent. I knew full well that no matter what I said, my steward would have an even sharper comeback.

Instead, I wordlessly started preparing to head out.

"Going somewhere?"

"Yeah. Some steward guy once told me to not underestimate my rivals. I'm going to go check that Finne's safe."

"Excellent idea. Once you arrive, telling her you were worried for her safety will be the perfect finishing touch."

"As if I'd ever say something like that."

"That's a shame. So, where have you hidden her?"

"Somewhere you're very familiar with. The very safest place in the capital, where the strongest person in the capital lives."

"I see. The Amsberg manor, then? She will certainly be well protected there."

That was precisely right.

Having earned Sebas' approval, he and I headed for the manor of Supreme Archduke Amsberg.
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The Amsberg household manor was near the castle.

Once I arrived at the giant estate, I was immediately permitted entry. Prince or not, I was probably the only person who would receive quite such an enthusiastic welcome. Elna, Leo, and I had all known each other our entire lives, but back when we were kids, the one most familiar by far with the Amsbergs was me. I couldn't even count the number of times I'd been dragged, in tears, by Elna to this very manor. It wasn't long before the knights guarding the manor gate started greeting me with the same warmth they greeted Elna herself. It was then that I realized the frightening power of the slippery slope of familiarity.

Even today, despite it having been years since I last visited, the guardsmen greeted me with a hearty "welcome back." To the Amsbergs and their staff, I was a friend of their precious Elna.

"The more I think about it, isn't it kind of weird that they'd act so happy to see some crying kid coming here all the time?"

"The two of you must have seemed like good friends to the adults."

"How did we seem to you?"

"I believe I could tell that you were unenthusiastic about the friendship. Naturally."

I swallowed my instinct to ask why he hadn't put a stop to it if that were true and didn't respond. I knew he would just brush it off. That was all in the past, and it was thanks to that past that I had been able to easily send Finne here, so in that sense, it had all been for a good cause.

Pondering that, I reached the entryway. Waiting there was a young woman with the same color hair as Elna. Her eyes were blue, and she was youthful and pretty. Without any explanation, most people would assume she was Elna's older sister. But in my case, I knew otherwise.

"Hello! It's good to see you again, Arn."

"You too, Anna."

"And how have you been, Sebas?"

"Very well, thank you, Archduchess Amsberg."

This was Anna Von Amsberg, Archduke Amsberg's wife and Elna's mother.

My own mother was also youthful, but this woman's anti-aging was practically magic. It was like her body had no concept of age. Due to her appearance, I hesitated to treat her as an older woman, and I referred to her on a first-name basis.

With a big smile, Anna welcomed us into the manor.

"Unfortunately, my husband is away right now. Oh, you'll have to forgive me if I treat you too childishly. I forget you're all grown up now."

"Not at all. In fact, I'd feel uncomfortable if you started treating me any differently now."

"Well then, I'll take you at your word. Elna and Finne are in the bath at the moment. Would you like to join them?"

"I'd prefer not to die, so I'll pass."

"Aw, what's the fuss? You and Elna used to always take baths together."

"That was when we were little kids, and Elna very nearly drowned me in the bath here. You don't remember that?"

"Oh yes, that did happen once, didn't it. Now that you mention it, I remember the two of you were often crying when she brought you home. Do you remember? You were always getting bullied and would cry when Elna tried to train you to fight back, and Elna would cry because you never got any better."

"I remember it clearly, and it sounds just as insane hearing it now."

Yes, Elna had always been my natural enemy. It was a wonder I didn't have more serious trauma from all of that. Someone weaker would've probably committed suicide. And Elna's mother wasn't much better, seeing as she could recount that horrific past with such a gleeful smile.

"Would you mind waiting in the guest room at the end of the hall?"

"No problem."

"Sebas, could you help me serve the tea?"

"Of course, Ma'am."

My coming here all the time as a kid meant that Sebas had visited just as often. He followed Anna almost as if he were her own steward.

I went to the guest room at the end of the hallway as I'd been told and reached for the doorknob without giving it any thought. As the door opened, I sensed someone was inside. I also heard a woman's voice. Assuming it was a maid, cleaning or making up the beds, I continued opening the door without any hesitation. That was a mistake.

"......"

"You look so pretty in dresses too, Lady Elna! Try this white one next."

"Come on, Finne... Can you stop playing dress up with me already?"

Inside the room were Elna and Finne, dressed in their underwear. Finne's were white, and Elna's were pink and surprisingly cute and frilly. Assuming they were alone, neither made any move to cover themselves. Their normally hidden milky-white skin was on full display. It was my first time seeing Finne not dressed in loose clothing, and her chest was even larger than I imagined. Elna wasn't as mature in that department, as I'd noticed before, but her slender figure was attractive in its own right.
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I was still caught up in my own thoughts when they noticed me.

They both looked confused for a moment, then blushed. Elna immediately grabbed a nearby pillow and assumed a throwing stance.

There was no point in trying to fight back at that point, so I merely stood there, regretting my carelessness.

I'd forgotten that Anna was the most dangerous person in this house. She'd actually set me up to barge in on two single young women while they were getting dressed. The woman was clearly a sadist.

"Arn?! What the hell?!"

"Master Arn?!"

As I rued falling right into Anna's trap, I was hit in the face by a swiftly hurled pillow.
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"Whoa!"

The impact of the flying pillow sent me tumbling backward, and I hit the back of my head against the wall.

"Owww! My head!"

My head hurt and so did my face. I lay there in a daze, wondering how I'd gotten myself into this situation. At some point, Elna closed the door. I was still on the floor when Anna and Sebas showed up, carrying tea and cookies.

"What's the matter, Arn? Did you remember some embarrassing past memories?"

"No! Elna and Finne were in there getting dressed, and Elna assaulted me!"

Anna, feigning innocence in the matter, shamelessly responded to my cries with indifference. What in the world was the crazy woman trying to accomplish?!

"They did tell me that they were going to take baths... Oh well, never mind. More importantly, what did you think of Elna? Did you like what you saw?"

"It wasn't bad, but I felt more bloodthirst than charm from her."

Oh well, never mind? Are you serious?!

If Elna had hurled something besides a pillow, I'd be dead right now. I rubbed my aching face. If even a soft pillow hurt this badly, just imagine what a harder object would've done. I shivered at that thought just as the door flew open. Naturally, it was Elna.

"Well, Arn? At least you didn't try to run and hide. I'm impressed. So, I'll give you a chance to explain. What do you have to say for yourself?"

"H-hey! That is a practice sword, right?! Not a real one?! Calm down! Anna told me to come wait in here!"

"Don't try to blame my mother for this! It's your fault for not knocking!"

"But you never knock when you come into my room?!"

"I'm allowed not to!"

"That doesn't make any sense!"

Elna swung her sword, and I made a bumbling attempt to dodge it.

In the back of my mind, I knew she wasn't using a real sword, but even a practice sword with no blade was dangerous in Elna's hands. Even if the blow didn't kill me, there was a good possibility it would knock me out.

"Stop that, Elna. It's unseemly."

"B-but Mother! You know what he did!"

"Who cares if he sees you in your underwear? The two of you used to take baths together all the time."

"Th-that was a long time ago! We're both adults now!"

"Then I suggest you start acting like one."

Her mother's retort made Elna give me an icy glare.

What was she mad at me for?

Her unfair remarks to me just now were still echoing in my head. She'd behaved exactly the same way back when we were kids. I vaguely remembered often thinking she was being unreasonable whenever we were together.

"Anyway, why don't we all have some tea?"

Anna walked into the guest room with a bright smile. Elna followed, loudly slamming the door behind her for some reason. Sheesh...

Only Sebas and I were left.

"Well, that was quite a disaster."

"Sebas..."

"Yes? Just so you know, I didn't realize what was going on. I had no idea that they might be getting dressed in there. Although I did suspect something wasn't quite right."

Then why didn't you say so?! I shouted back inside my head.

That was another thing that hadn't changed since I was a kid. Unless I was in actual danger, Sebas never said or did anything beyond what was absolutely necessary.

"I'm really surprised by myself sometimes. It's a wonder I grew up so normal."

"Normal? That's a funny joke."

"Shut up."

After shooting Sebas a warning glare, I too went into the room. And this time, I didn't forget to knock.
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"I'm very sorry, Arn. I had no idea they would be getting dressed in here."

"Really, it's fine."

"I'm sorry too. I shouldn't have started that."

"You didn't do anything wrong, Finne. It's all Arn's fault."

Finne apologized, while Elna staunchly refused any blame. It was a rather clear example of their differing personalities.

After some discussion, we realized what exactly had gone wrong.

Since there were plenty of clothes for guests to borrow in here, Elna and Finne had stopped by before their bath in order to choose some clothing for Finne. For some reason, they'd both started trying various outfits on, and became so engrossed that they didn't notice how much time had passed.

Naturally, Anna assumed that they'd already be in the bath, and so she sent me in without knowing otherwise. That's when the tragedy occurred.

That all made practical sense. But I still felt it was a setup. Why had Anna sent me to that specific room? It was obviously done on purpose. There was no point trying to get her to confess, though. I knew I'd never win an argument against her.

"Well, Arn paid the price for his fortuitous mishap. So why don't we just let it go, Elna?"

"You're going to let him off the hook just like that?! He snuck in to peek at two naked, unmarried women! The daughters of an archduke and a duke, at that!"

"Shall we have him take responsibility for what he's done by marrying you, then? That's fine with me."

"Huh?!"

"What...?!"

"Oh geez..."

I really couldn't believe this woman. After Anna's explosive statement, Elna reacted with blushing and angry confusion, and Finne sounded surprised and suspicious.

"I think your father would be fine with it, too, since Arn's practically part of the family anyway. What do you think?"

"Wh-what do I think?! You can't be serious... I-I'm a knight. This is crazy."

"If you're so upset by him seeing you undressed, then I think this is the best way to resolve the situation, isn't it? The only problem is that we will be competing with Duke Kleinert. You're certainly popular, hm, Arn?"

"Yes, I guess we will have to contact Lady Finne's family about this."

"Wh-what?! You're going to tell my father?! P-please..."

"Stop making a game out of my life decisions. Sorry, but I have no intention of getting married to anyone at all."

"You're not going to take responsibility, then?"

"No."

"Oh, what a shame," Anna quipped before taking a bite of a cookie.

At that point, Elna finally caught on to the fact that she was being made fun of. She turned bright red and looked at the wall.

Finne seemed to get the joke as well, as she blushed and hung her head.

"Now then, Arn. Why don't we get down to business? I assume you're not here for a social visit."

So she had at least deduced that much. She was the wife of an archduke, after all.

I pushed the debacle with Elna and Finne from my mind and faced Anna.

"I know it's a selfish request, but could I have Finne stay here for the time being? I'd also like her to be near Elna as much as possible."

"This has something to do with the conflict surrounding the emperor's throne, yes? If so, then I'm afraid it's impossible. My husband is an archduke. We can't be involved."

Right. That was the answer I'd anticipated.

It was one thing to have Finne take refuge with the Amsbergs for a day, but leaving her with them on a longer basis could understandably be interpreted as an alliance with Leo and me. I knew they couldn't do that.

However...

"The emperor is incredibly fond of Blau Mowe. He would be angry if anything were to happen to her. It wouldn't be unusual for the archduke to be protecting her."

"Oh? So that's how you're going to spin it?"

"You won't agree otherwise, right?"

"I'd have agreed if you'd simply framed it as a way to save your own honor. You've always been reluctant to appeal to people's kindness, but you're only making things harder for yourself," Anna replied abstractly.

I took that as a yes.

At least Finne's safety would be guaranteed until Zandra went off the offensive. With the Amsbergs around, nothing could happen to her.

"I appreciate the advice. And thank you for doing this. I'll repay you some day."

"Good. I'll hold you to that. Time sure does fly, doesn't it? It's hard to believe you're involved in fighting for the emperor's throne. In my mind, you're still that little crybaby of a child. But you're all grown up now, aren't you?"

"I couldn't keep on crying forever. Okay, Finne. You're going to stay here for a little while. Everything should blow over in a few days, so don't feel worried."

"All right. Um... But won't you be in danger, too?"

"That's why I'm having you stay with the duke. To be honest, Zandra is so angry, she could attack me without any regard for what benefit it would have. She'd probably love to kill me right now."

Zandra was coldhearted, and she had a violent and impulsive temper. As her recent attempts to grab our supporters demonstrated, there wasn't anyone in her faction who could adequately control her or hold her back, or at least no one close enough to her to try.

That meant we couldn't proceed in a calculated fashion, either.

The next few days would be intensely dangerous. After that, Gordon would start attacking Zandra and her faction. Once he did, Zandra's attempts on us would weaken, but Gordon was sure to wait a couple days before taking action.

Whether or not we could hold out until then would decide our fate in the battle.

"But then, shouldn't you hide somewhere too?"

"If I hide, then Leo will be targeted. I need to stay out in the open in part to draw her attention. She'll probably send an assassin after me at least once."

"Oh no!"

"Honestly, don't worry about me. I've got Sebas, and there are others I can call on if I'm in trouble."

I reassured Finne, and she finally acquiesced.

I felt bad for making her worry, but there was no way I'd ever be murdered. Zandra might think an assassin could kill me if they just got past Sebas, but in reality, I had my own personal defenses.

So long as no one realized I was Silver, they couldn't touch me.
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With Finne now securely guarded at the Amsbergs', we could get to work without worrying about her safety.

For the next two days, we went around cautioning supporters who were likely targets about Zandra's strategy. On the night of the second day, she made her big move.

"Our enemy has arrived."

"Looks like it."

We were traveling by carriage when Sebas made his observation.

Although I had been anticipating this very thing happening, I let out a sigh. Zandra must really have been furious. Focusing her attacks on me meant allowing Gordon and Erik to gain ground while they were temporarily ignored. And since Sebas was with me, she was going to lose strength even if her assassination attempt succeeded. Zandra would be singled out for my murder and left at an even greater disadvantage.

"She really hasn't thought this through well."

"I can think of at least one argument against that. Targeting you means she has a good sense of judgment."

"I appreciate the compliment. But she's just causing unnecessary trouble for us."

"Indeed. I wish Princess Zandra's staff would do their jobs."

Zandra's influence was formed mainly of the mages. Of course, she had influence outside their circle as well, but all high-powered civil and military servants went to Erik and Gordon. Therefore, Zandra's following included very few members who were well-versed in political strategy. That was also why she was unable to overtake Gordon and Erik even with so many powerful mages on her side.

It would've been a very different story if she'd had wise council on staff whom she could get advice from. But that wasn't the case.

"I'll handle this myself."

"Okay. I'll head to the castle."

"Be careful. There may be an ambush."

"I'll worry about that when the time comes."

After that short conversation, Sebas leapt down from the carriage.

In all probability, there would be an ambush, and I'd be alone except for the attendant driving the carriage. From our enemy's point of view, they'd see tricking Sebas out of the way as a success. In which case, another assassin with a fair grasp of the state of affairs within Zandra's faction should show up. I would take that opportunity to pry out some useful information again.

As I was formulating my scheme, the carriage attendant let out a scream.

"Eeeeek! Y-Your Highness! There's someone right in front of us!"

"Never mind. Just keep going."

"B-but, Your Highness?! I-I don't want to die!"

The attendant must have realized the man out there was an assassin.

The young driver stopped the carriage, then jumped off and ran away, leaving me behind.

Sitting there all alone, I sighed. This was exactly what I'd anticipated. It would be easier to do what I needed to do this way, but I still despaired of my own lack of popularity with people. If it had been Leo taking the carriage, the attendant wouldn't have run for the hills like that.

"Come out. I don't want to have to drag you out of the carriage."

"Yeah, right. You just want to make sure it's really me."

I muttered sarcastically under my breath in response to the assassin's reasonable sounding request, but I did as he asked and got out.

Standing in front of the carriage was a middle-aged man with short, brown hair. His dignified expression gave him the aura of a powerful and seasoned fighter. It looked like Zandra was really serious; this guy must have been one of her top five most capable supporters.

At a glance, I guessed he had the strength of an A-class adventurer. Adding the fact that he was an assassin, for whom sudden sneak attacks were their job, this man was quite formidable. Even another A-class adventurer would easily be overpowered and killed if taken by surprise from behind. Assassins were different from adventurers. They were professional killers.

"It's too bad your attendant left you high and dry like that."

"Being unlikable isn't a new thing for me."

"I see. So that's not enough to ruffle you, huh? Is that because of your faith in your steward?"

"Yeah. Sebas will be here to kill you soon."

"That's a beautiful relationship between master and steward you have, but unfortunately, that's not going to happen. I don't care how amazing your steward is, it'll take him a while to finish off twelve assassins before he can come to your rescue."

"You sure about that?"

I didn't let my composure slip. Apparently taking that as a bluff, the man smirked and came closer. Then a dagger made of flames appeared in his hand.

"I was ordered to assassinate you, but I won't. I'm going to immobilize you, then bring you to my master."

"Knowing my sister's penchant for torture, I'd rather you didn't."

This guy had some serious smarts and good judgment. Kidnapping me was better than assassination in this instance, since once I'd gone missing, there would be plenty of options. Neither Erik nor Gordon would make any real effort to rescue me, and if she played her cards right, Zandra might even be able to take my place as aide to the ambassador.

All Zandra had to do was get me out of the capital before a search started and then torture me. Once I broke, I'd be entirely at her mercy. Even if I was later rescued, I'd be unlikely to expose her if the torture had gotten to me. Or she could choose to crush my spirit. That would be an even bigger blow than assassination and come with none of the danger.

"How pathetic. If you're going to resent anyone, resent that perfect twin brother of yours."

With that, the man threw his dagger of flames.

However, I'd already put up a defensive barrier around myself which that caliber of magic wouldn't be able to penetrate. I was confidently standing there with my guard up when the assassin's dagger of flames was suddenly extinguished by yet another sword.

"What the—?!"

"Who're you?"

"Just a passing adventurer."

The owner of the sword was a young woman with brown hair tied in a ponytail. However, she could easily be mistaken for a boy with her scruffy clothing and the hat pulled low over her eyes. I recognized her immediately.

She was the A-class adventurer who had been attempting to subdue the mother slime in the Kleinert territory.

"If you're an adventurer, then stand down. I'm assuming you're not here on a request?"

"That is true. I also don't know who that is behind you or why he's being attacked. And I certainly have no obligation or duty to help someone like him."

"In that case—"

"But seeing someone killed right in front of your eyes isn't a nice feeling. Plus, his attendant even abandoned him. It seems kind of unfair if I were to do the same."

"You do realize that taking his side will mean declaring a powerful individual as your enemy? Are you sure you want to do that?"

"I'd rather regret helping him than regret abandoning him."

The moment she said that, the man categorized the young woman as a foe. He immediately drew a dagger in each hand and threw them at her. These daggers weren't made with magic like the one from before. The girl deflected them with her sword, but right after that came a dagger made of ice. If she dodged it, I would be the next target in its path.

The girl responded to the assassin's artistic attack with an even more stunning stunt of her own. She transformed her sword into a shield and blocked the dagger of ice.

"A magic sword that can change form... Some peculiar loot you've gotten, huh?"

"I found it among some old ruins. Look what else it can do."

Next, she changed the shield into a spear, which she whirled around as she slowly approached.

At first glance, it was just an ordinary spear. But we quickly discovered it wasn't ordinary at all.

"Urgh... What the hell...?!"

"Wow. I'm impressed you're not going to sleep. This tone puts even powerful monsters to sleep in no time."

"That sound...!"

So the spear emitted a sound that lured opponents to sleep. I couldn't tell at all, but apparently, to the assassin, the whirling spear's tone sounded like a lullaby.

It was a formidable ability to have. Falling asleep right in the middle of a serious battle was no joke. Even if someone managed to stay awake, just fighting while drowsy would be much less effective.

The assassin must have intuited all that. He immediately put distance between the adventurer and himself. Then, with a glance at me and a disgusted click of his tongue, he retreated.

Not long after, Sebas appeared.

"How is everything here?"

"I was just helped out of a dangerous situation. Thanks. You saved me."

"I just couldn't watch someone be killed. By the way, from the look of your carriage, you appear to be some sort of noble?"

"Yeah, sorry. I'm Arnold Lakes Aadler, the Seventh Imperial Prince."

"The Seventh Imperial Prince? Ah, so this was about the famous conflict around the throne. I guess it was a good thing I stepped in to save you. I just got one big step closer to my goal."

The young woman then removed her hat and got down on one knee. Her face looked well-enough, though was a bit androgynous. She seemed about the same age as me.

"Your Highness. My name is Lynphia. I know it's crass to ask for repayment for saving your life, but please allow me one request."

Uhh, I didn't remember ever asking for her help. In fact, it was because of her I'd lost the opportunity to capture and interrogate the assassin.

Although I was silently grumbling to myself, I had to remember she didn't know that I was Silver. As Arnold, whose life she'd just saved, I couldn't refuse her a favor. If I did, no one would ever want to help out Leo or me again. At the same time, based on past experience, I knew without a doubt that whatever she was about to ask of me was a real doozy. Still, I decided to at least hear her out.

"Well, let's speak back at the castle. I can't promise anything, though. Come with me."

Deliberately keeping up one last line of defense, I invited Lynphia to join me in the carriage, then sighed at my misfortune.
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Sheesh. It was just one problem after another.
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After returning to the castle, I invited Lynphia back to my room where I took a seat on the sofa facing her.

"First, let me thank you again, Lynphia. I would have died if you hadn't been there."

"Oh, I wouldn't go that far. That assassin wasn't planning on killing you. If he had been, I'm sure your steward would've made it in time to save you."

"Still, I escaped unharmed. Thank you."

"I did it for myself. And I'd prefer compensation over words of thanks."

Lynphia replied with no change to her expression. She was very calm and collected, spoke matter-of-factly, and didn't show her emotions. I wondered if she wasn't slightly lacking in charm for a solo adventurer, but the fact that she managed anyway meant she probably made up for it in skill.

"All right, then. What's this request of yours?"

"Thank you. I was born in a village near the southern border of Adrasia. I imagine you'll know what I mean if I call it a refugee village?'"

A refugee village. The phrase made me furrow my brow. I'd known her request would be trouble, but this was turning out even more complicated than I'd imagined.

The "refugees" referred to were exactly that—people originally not citizens of the empire who'd wandered across the border, after being forced to flee their hometowns due to war or monsters.

"Yes, of course. I can tell this is going to be a difficult problem for me to be involved in, but go on."

"As you know, there are refugee villages around the empire, but most of them aren't officially recognized. That's understandable. The refugees come in and create villages without permission. I don't mean to complain about that, even though my village is one such example. But...right now, we're in need of the empire's assistance."

"Is there some sort of problem?"

"Yes. Our village has become the target of a series of kidnappings. Young women and children are being abducted. The reason is that our village is made up of several different groups of refugees. Most villagers, myself included, are of mixed blood."

Being of mixed blood wasn't particularly unusual. In fact, I myself was the same. My black hair wasn't uncommon within the empire, but having black eyes as well was slightly rare to see, at least to the point some might casually wonder if I was from the East.

In other words, the mixed blood issue couldn't have been the sole reason for the abductions.

"What happened in your village because of the mixing of races?"

"...Heterochromia of the eye."

The instant I heard that phrase, it all made perfect sense. Demi-humans and people with heterochromia were the only people of mixed blood typically targeted for abduction. I clicked my tongue and folded my arms.

It was a disturbing issue. Heterochromia of the eye was a unique phenomenon whereby one's left and right eyes were two different colors. The problem was that these odd-eyed children could be traded at high prices, for their uniqueness as well as the fact that most of them had magical ability.

"If you're saying there's human trafficking going on, then something has to be done. But the southern border is very remote. Wouldn't it have been easier to find a territorial lord or military officer in a nearby large city to tell, rather than come all the way to the capital?"

"I tried that, but no one will do anything. They all say that there's no proof, or even worse, that our village doesn't even exist. That's why I left the village to come get someone with power from the capital to help us, since luckily, I wasn't born odd-eyed myself. Then while on a quest in the western region, I made contact with Silver. I'd heard rumors that Silver had connections to the imperial family, so I came to the capital to see him. I just happened to run into you first."

"What a coincidence. So no one will do anything about it, huh."

The worst-case scenario popped into my head. The most difficult and dangerous possible scenario for this issue. Those local lords and military leaders were in league with the group doing the abductions. If that were so, then it wasn't merely an issue within the refugee village, but a much bigger issue of corruption within the nobility and military.

In which case, I didn't have the time to resolve it.

"Master Arnold. I know you're indebted to her for saving your life. But an impossible request is an impossible request."

"Sebas..."

"Why is it impossible?"

"Master Arnold and his brother, Prince Leonard, are to be sent as ambassador extraordinary and aide to another empire. They will not return for at least a few weeks, and possibly not for several months. He simply does not have the time to help, regardless of how much he might wish to."

"O-oh... Then could you at least help financially? I've gathered the most trustworthy adventurers I could find during my quests and paid them to guard our village, so it is safe for the time being. But our village doesn't have the money to continue employing them forever. I've even given my own earnings as an advance, but it's not enough to keep them in our village for very long."

Ah, so that was why she'd gone out and become an adventurer. She was able to earn some money while at the same time scoping out other dependable adventurers, which was easiest done by going on quests together with them.

She'd obviously thought this all through very well. Now, what was I going to do?

It would be easy enough to turn her down and forget all about it. There was no need for me to take on another burdensome issue when I was already so busy.

We talked about her saving my life, but that was only for show. My life had never truly been in danger. Also, there were favors you can do for people, and favors you can't. This request fell into the latter category.

However, if I turned her away now, there were plenty of people I could imagine bad-mouthing me for it later, or even worse, going out and trying to do something about the problem themselves. I was left with no choice.

"Okay, Lynphia. I understand the issue and what you're asking. Can I suggest a compromise?"

"A compromise?"

"Yes. Leo and I will be leaving the empire. That's unavoidable. But once we're back, I'll help you out to the best of my ability. I'd like to ask you to wait until then. Of course, we'll put out a new request for adventurers to keep your village safe in the meantime, which I will fund. What do you say?"

"Really? You'd do that?"

"Master Arnold, this is a most dangerous proposal. You're right in the middle of the battle for the throne. Taking on another issue will leave you exposed. What happened today could happen again."

"If it does, I'll do whatever I can to help you, too, in return. How about that?"

Lynphia then placed her sword on the table. It looked like a normal, thin sword, but as I'd seen earlier, it was magic. It could change form into a spear or shield. And from what I'd witnessed of the spear's special ability, I assumed that the other forms had their own particular abilities as well.

Lynphia continued speaking with that same controlled expression of hers.

"If you protect my village, I will protect you. I will protect everyone and everything that's dear to you. So, do we have a deal? Not to brag, but I make a very good bodyguard."

"I appreciate the offer, but will your village be okay without you?"

"Everything should be fine if you employ adventurers for us. The kidnappers don't have any great fighters in their group. When I was back home, I was able to protect the village single-handedly. Having an A-class adventurer around will assure their safety."

In other words, she would stay and protect me while taking into consideration the possibility that I wouldn't deliver on my promise. She not only had a strong sense of duty but was cautious as well.

Actually, I had considered that very possibility myself, depending on the circumstances. That's why I'd purposefully used phrases like "helping to the best of my ability," which could have many interpretations. Had I stumbled upon an unexpected treasure in this young adventurer?

I decided to test her a little further.

"So, Lynphia, what do you plan on doing if I were to break my part of the deal?"

"I'd leak information that would be disadvantageous for you to the factions of other candidates for the throne. I'd get them to save my village in exchange for that information."

Sebas and I exchanged a look.

This girl was an A-class adventurer who could handle herself in a fight and a fairly capable negotiator as well. She'd been able to make a living as a solo adventurer, so she must also be smart and informed on a variety of topics.

I couldn't leave Finne under Elna's protection forever. Elna had her own duties to attend to. From that perspective, Lynphia was the perfect person to fill that spot.

In all honesty, I got the impression Lynphia was better suited to the Imperial Guard than Elna, both in terms of personality and ability.

"And what if I said no deal?"

"That's fine, too. I'll just take my story and my proposal to the other candidates. I'm sure they'd agree to help me once I tack on the tidbit that you refused."

"Hmph."

So she could see the whole playing board, too. The fact that she remained unfailingly cool even under this tightrope walk of a conversation was also an impressive point.

If I said no now, Lynphia would be in a dilemma. There was no guarantee that the other candidates would offer the same conditions that I had. She seemed sure that they would get on board, but I knew she was bluffing for emphasis. And yet, she didn't flinch, and she didn't attempt to placate me.

That was because she knew. She knew that I was testing her.

"What do you think, Sebas?"

"I think it would be a waste to turn down an offer of cooperation from such a powerful ally. But then you'd have to resolve the conditions surrounding the village, of course."

"One pro and one con... Well, that's it, then. It's not like I have much of a choice, anyway. Lynphia, I accept your proposal. You'll help me, and I'll help you. Deal?"

"Deal. But why do you say you don't have a choice?"

"Because my brother is a total do-gooder and so is our biggest supporter, Duke Kleinert's daughter. They'd both be furious at me if I refused and would try to help you on their own. So it's best if I agree to help you myself in the first place."

"...I wasn't expecting that. You have a pretty poor reputation, of being incompetent and unambitious. The lazy and foolish prodigal prince. The Insipid Prince whose twin brother got all of the good qualities and left you with none. That's what people say about you. But talking to you now, I get the entirely opposite impression. You're neither incompetent nor lazy. You're actually Prince Leonard, aren't you."

Lynphia looked at me with a hint of suspicion in her gaze, which I returned with a bitter smile.

I'd been so caught up in the complexity of the situation that I'd completely forgotten about pretending to be incompetent. Now I really couldn't afford to let Lynphia go.

"Don't worry. I'm definitely Arnold. Well, I guess we have a deal, then. Partners?"

"...Partners."

Lynphia and I shared a firm handshake over our promises.
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A few days later, as preparations for our departure were steadily moving along, I paid a visit to the supreme archduke's manor. I wanted to personally give my thanks for them hiding and protecting Finne.

"What's going on, Arn? Aren't you really busy these days?"

"I'm not all that busy. I'm letting Leo take care of everything."

Elna met me at the manor's entryway. At my reply to her greeting, she put her hands on her hips and heaved an exasperated sigh.

"There you go again... Leo's going to get overwhelmed if you keep foisting everything off on him."

"I'm well aware of the proper dosage of work I can foist on him. Besides, it's fine. He's the type to go looking for more work if he's ever without something to do, anyway."

I'd arrived at sharing my workload with Leo being the optimum solution after years of personal experience.

Still, Elna looked upset. It was probably less about me bothering Leo than about my slacking off.

"That's a clever explanation, but I know your main motivation is just to make things easier for yourself."

"A younger brother's purpose in life is to make his older brother's life easier," I replied cheekily, and Elna sighed again.

It was a typical light conversation between us. Once the small talk was over, I looked Elna in the eye and brought up the real reason I was here.

"Are you free later?"

"Why? Are you going to ask me out on a date? If so, your technique needs a little more finesse."

"Yeah, something like that."

After proudly mocking me in her usual manner, Elna froze at my reply. She remained frozen as her face got redder and redder. She was way, way too expressive with her emotions.

"I thought I'd invite you out to eat, to thank you for looking after Finne. What do you say?"

"O-oh, right! It's in repayment, then! Th-that makes perfect sense!"

"Geez, what did you think I meant? So, are you free or not?"

"Um...sure, I'm free. I think some count is coming over, but I don't need to be here."

That poor count, being stood up just when he thought he was finally getting a chance to meet the supreme archduke's daughter. That had to feel like hell.

"It's just lunch. At least meet with the count later in the evening."

"I'll decide who I meet and who I hang out with, thank you very much. I was actually just thinking I wanted to go walk around the capital again. Come with me."

"No, really, let's just do lunch—"

"You're supposed to be thanking me, remember? I'm going to go get ready. Wait here."

Not bothering to listen to me, Elna headed back inside with a grin on her face. I halfheartedly reached out to try and stop her, but after grasping nothing but air, I let out a long sigh. I'd planned on just lunch, but this would probably turn into a full-day outing.

I was kept waiting for a full thirty minutes. I assumed most women would take some time getting ready to go out, and it's not like waiting was particularly painful. However, it was unusual for Elna. Normally she'd have been ready rather quickly.

"Okay, I'm ready now."

Eventually, Elna came jogging up to me.

She was wearing a white blouse and a red miniskirt, along with a small black hat. The style suited her, and I thought she looked beautiful, but she would definitely stand out.

As I was contemplating my impression of her, I realized something. Elna's hat was a magical tool.

"Do you have a plan to keep from drawing attention to yourself?"

"This hat is imbued with recognition obstruction magic. No one will know that I'm an Amsberg."

Nice. It seemed the supreme archduke had his share of magic tools.

Of course, even with magic to block recognition of Elna, that wouldn't prevent her from standing out in a crowd. There was nothing she could do about her good looks. It was just like Elna to not even realize that about herself. Oh well, I figured.

"Well, let's get going. Where do you want to go?"

"I want to visit all the places that mean something to me. I haven't had the opportunity to relax and walk around the capital lately."

"I doubt anything's really changed, but okay."

Discussing our plans, we set out into the capital.
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"This place hasn't changed at all," Elna remarked as she stood in front of a tiny alleyway off the main street.

For me, this place didn't evoke very good memories, but Elna happily entered it.

"Do you remember? This is where you got bullied once."

"How could I forget?"

I must have been seven or eight years old. I'd rescued a cat from some kids that were torturing it, then was unable to defend myself when four or five of the bullies surrounded and started kicking me. I was huddled on the ground, trying to protect myself like a turtle, when Elna had appeared out of nowhere. And then...

"I had the hardest time stopping you from completely beating up those kids."

"They deserved it for ganging up on one poor little kid. And a prince, at that."

"Yeah. I never did tell them that I was a prince."

Everyone might make fun of me for being the Insipid Prince, but even so, no common citizens ever dared to hit me. At worst they might gang up and jeer at me. If I'd revealed that I was a prince to those kids back then, they probably would've stopped attacking me. Although, they might also have just thought I was lying, and Elna had shown up before I had time to consider that option anyway.

"Still, I just couldn't let them get away with doing that. You were crying."

Elna's fists clenched as she recalled her anger at the time, but I quickly interrupted her.

"Hey, hold on a second. Don't go changing the story. I wasn't crying."

"What? You definitely were."

"I wasn't crying then. I cried afterward, when you started bullying me under the guise of teaching me swordsmanship."

"I bullied you?! You've got to be kidding. And why would you cry while I was training you, anyway?!"

"Your 'training' was worse than any other bullying I suffered. I can still remember it. Without me even asking, you shoved a sword in my hand and proceeded to beat me senseless. When I fell down, you'd tell me to get back up, and then you'd beat me down again. Yeah, that was definitely bullying."

"It was not! I only wanted you to become a strong and capable prince! It was your fault anyway, always sticking your nose into trouble despite being so helpless and weak! I was worried and thought I could at least teach you to defend yourself!"

"So that was teaching me to defend myself, huh? Aha, I see now. You were training me to protect myself from you— Ouch!"

"That's not true!"

My quip earned me a hard punch in the side. In her exuberance, she avoided my ribs and struck me in the gut, leaving me out of breath and in agony for several seconds.

"Jeez, why'd you have to ruin the moment? I was enjoying a nice memory."

"A nice memory for you, maybe."

Once I could finally breathe again, I responded to Elna's ridiculous assertions with my own frustration. Coming to my rescue wasn't enough for her; no, she had to go and try to "train" me to beat them next time. My childhood was filled with episodes just like that.

Whenever I went outside, Sebas most likely followed me for protection, but I'd never actually caught sight of him. That was probably because he knew Elna could show up at any moment.

Back when I was still a kid, I couldn't use ancient magic, and I was genuinely stupid and weak.

"What? Are you saying you don't have any good memories with me?" Elna asked with a pout.

It was unusual for her to sulk, but that didn't mean there was any point in lying to placate her.

"Yeah, not really."

"Excuse me? I think I must've misheard you?"

"Your threats aren't going to work on me. Even you can't have that many good memories, do you?"

"I have plenty! It was a fun break for me to go outside and play with you in between my training sessions. I'm really sad now. You were so sweet and easy-going back then..."

"Stop idealizing the past. I've always been like this."

Elna's insistence on remembering me as easy-going was exasperating. I may have been slightly quieter and more obedient back then, but my general nature hadn't changed. I knew I'd argued with her when I needed to. If she remembered me as being sweet and easy-going, it was likely because she hadn't ever bothered to listen to me.

I was reminded anew just how absurd she could be. However, there was one thing that didn't make sense.

"Hey, Elna. How was it that you always, always showed up every single time I ever went outside?"

"Because Sebas told me."

"Sebas? You're kidding me... Oh my god. He was just tired of always having to protect me?"

After all these years, I'd solved the puzzle. I'd wondered how Elna was always there every time I left the castle on a sudden whim. I had no idea there was someone purposefully facilitating it.

Ever since she was young, Elna had always been ridiculously tough. I wouldn't have needed a bodyguard as long as she was around.

Maybe Sebas had thought I'd feel more at ease with someone my own age to protect me? But then, with his incredible ability to remain out of sight, I wouldn't have felt his presence as a burden anyway. So the theory that he'd done it just to get out of bodyguard duty was much more plausible.

"My father also let me leave even in the middle of training if I told him I was going to go play with you."

"Well, yeah, out of respect for the imperial family."

"True. But that's not the only reason."

Such an ambiguous and suggestive response was unusual for Elna, given her usual candor. I was pondering its significance when she held out her hand to me.

"I'll tell you someday. Now, let's move on to our next stop!"

"Next stop? Are we going to go around the whole capital like this?"

"Of course!"

Elna gleefully tugged me by the hand.

After becoming a knight of the Imperial Guard at the age of eleven, Elna had traveled all around the empire on missions. At the time, my father had been actively traveling around too, and when he couldn't, it was the imperial knights' duty to act as the emperor's eyes and watch over the empire. In Elna's case, she was also the Amsberg prodigy, who could summon the holy sword from the age of twelve. Just having her close to the empire's border was advantageous to foreign diplomacy. Taken altogether, it meant that Elna only returned to the capital once every year or two.

After the emperor's brush with danger during the Knight's Festival of the Hunt, the majority of the Imperial Guard were currently stationed within the capital, but before long they'd be divided up and sent out on various missions again. So for Elna, this was a rare chance to spend time seeing the capital.

Deep down, I just wanted to have lunch and then be done... But, oh well. I was supposed to be doing this to thank her. I decided to go along with her plans.

"Where to next?"

"Hmmm. Let's decide while we walk!"

"...Fine."

With another sigh on my end, we continued our tour of memorable places.
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After walking around the capital and reminiscing, Elna and I found a random restaurant and had lunch. I'd originally planned on treating her to a more upscale meal, but she refused, claiming that would take too much time.

For her, seeing the capital was more important.

"Let's keep on moving!"

"You're sure full of energy today," I muttered as I followed after her.

After that, Elna headed to the outskirts of the capital and led us on a wild ride consisting of her getting called flat-chested by some bratty kids, proceeding to punish them under the guise of a game and hijacking the lot they'd been playing in, flying into a rage after hearing the kids mention they'd once seen me walking with a girl with big boobs, openly lamenting and complaining that some of her old favorite shops were gone, and more.

Eventually, just as I was starting to grow weary of trying to keep up with her, a drop of water fell on my cheek.

"Uh-oh," I murmured as I looked up.

The blue sky had all of a sudden filled with clouds. I could hear thunder in the distance, and a light rain started to fall.

I knew it would be wise to find shelter somewhere.

Elna seemed to realize that too and picked up her pace. I followed along in silence for a while, then started to get a bad feeling and asked her about our destination.

"Hey, Elna?"

"Yeah?"

"Where are we going?"

"To the inn. We used to go there all the time, remember?"

I did remember. It was an inn we'd stop by on our way home sometimes. We liked going there because, unlike most inns, there was a bathtub in every room. Naturally, it was classy and expensive. Most commoners could never stay there even once in their entire lives. Having a bath in each room meant that each room also had a magical tool inside that could heat water. Those tools were pricey and consumed mana with each usage. It was an expensive operation.

Despite all that, Elna had always used that luxury inn as a place to wash up. Fortunately for her, the supreme archduke's predecessor, Elna's grandfather, had provided lots of magical tools to the inn when it had first opened. Therefore, Elna got free use by association.

She was probably heading there now on the same premise, but that would be a huge mistake.

"Hang on, Elna. Trust me, that's a bad idea."

"Huh? What's the problem?"

"Nothing. It's just not a good idea."

"Hmm, now I'm suspicious. Don't tell me you went there with that girl those kids were talking about?"

Elna gave me an interrogating look. For all her cleverness, she really was slow to catch on sometimes.

Sighing, I figured I had better tell her the shocking truth. But before I could do so, Elna cut me off.

"Well, the thing is—"

"If I say we're going, we're going! A knight never goes back on her word!"

"...Oh geez."

I let out a deeply frustrated sigh. Why did she always have to drag the fact that she was a knight into everything?

"What now?"

"Okay, whatever. Maybe you'll understand once you see for yourself."

This time I took the lead. Before long, we arrived at our destination. It was still the inn of Elna's fond memories, but its appearance had undergone some big changes. The most obvious one was the sign out front. Once Elna saw it, she blushed and let out a stuttered exclamation.

"...H-huh?"

"Now do you get it?"

Written on the sign were the words "Love Hotel." It had become a high-end hotel where couples could spend the night together. There were only a few such establishments in the empire, so most common people hadn't even heard of them.

The second generation of management had changed tactics a few years back and remodeled the inn in its current form. All the necessary amenities were already present, making it an ideal place for nobles to bring their partners or lovers. The hotel quickly became a popular destination, and business was booming.

"The place is only meant for couples now. It would be trouble if you went in there and got recognized, don't you think?"

The hotel's owners and staff understood privacy, but other guests didn't. If anyone saw Elna going in there, there would be an uproar. She was the supreme archduke's heir. Her marriage would be an important event within the empire. Her father would also likely get caught up in the fall-out.

Given all that, I suggested we change our destination, but Elna's reply surprised me.

"Come on. Let's go somewhere else."

I wasn't thrilled about getting wet, but there was no other choice. It didn't feel right to enter a love hotel just to avoid a little rain—all the more so if I was with Elna. I assumed she would feel the same way and started to turn back.

"No... L-let's go in."

"What?!"

The unanticipated situation must have scrambled her thoughts. Although blushing, Elna was heading toward the hotel. I hurriedly re-explained as I stopped her.

"Elna, this is a love hotel now."

"I-I don't care. A knight never goes back on her word."

"I'll pretend I never heard you suggest we come here. Come on, let's go."

"N-no! Now that I gave my word as a knight, I have to go in! I-it'll be fine! All I have to do is make sure no one notices me!"

She had a point. As long as no one recognized Elna, there wouldn't be any problem. My being seen here, or anywhere for that matter, wouldn't make juicy gossip.

Still, Elna sure had one heck of a difficult personality. She never compromised on her decisions, no matter how small or trivial. Apparently, her thought process was that if she went back on a decision once, she would do it again, and going back on her word even once would make all her years of dedication up to that point meaningless.

Personally, I didn't see it that way, but there was nothing I could do about her conviction.

"W-we're going in! We're just seeking shelter from the rain, and we'll get separate rooms, anyway!"

"Are you stupid? No couples that come here are going to get separate rooms."

"Huh?!"

Elna suddenly looked incredibly timid. Going into that sort of room with a man was an awfully high hurdle for her. Of course, I was practically family, which was a lot better than going in with any other guy. And I'm sure she knew nothing was going to happen. But it made sense that she'd still be hesitant.

However, for Elna, what she'd said earlier was practically a vow on her knight's honor. She wouldn't be going back on it anytime soon.

The rain was steadily getting harder. Our clothes were already wet. Continuing on to find shelter elsewhere at this point would be bad for our health; we could even catch colds. Or rather, I could.

With a faint sigh of resignation, I entered the hotel. I quickly got us a room, then took Elna by the hand and went up to the second floor.

"I guess we'll just have to hang out here until the rain stops."

As I spoke, I looked down at my clothes. They'd gotten pretty soaked during the time we'd stood out in front of the hotel. I knew I should probably take them off to dry for a while.

"Hey, Elna—"

"Don't look at me!"

Elna shouted while trying to conceal her body with her arms. From the short glance I got, I noticed the rain had made her clothes practically transparent. The image of damp cloth pressed flat up against her already diminutive chest was seared into my mind. I quickly averted my gaze and went looking for the bathroom in an effort to distract myself. However, once I found it, I immediately regretted it.

"You've gotta be kidding me."

What I saw was a white bathtub surrounded entirely by glass walls. It was a bathroom explicitly made for voyeurism.

Could you even call that a bathroom? I struggled to understand why anyone would make something like that.

"Oh well... Elna, I'll go outside, so you can wash up first."

With that, I started to leave the room. I was contemplating how chilly I'd be and consoling myself that at least both of us wouldn't catch cold, when a hand suddenly grabbed onto my clothing.
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"No, it's okay... I'll go outside first. I'm a knight, after all."

"You think I'm going to make a woman go out and wait in the hall? Other guests are going to see you waiting out there. Who knows what kind of ridicule you might have to endure?"

She'd look like a woman who'd been locked out of the room by her partner. That would be an intolerable humiliation for Elna.

"I could say the same for you, though. No one's going to recognize me, but they'd recognize you. You'd be ridiculed again."

"That's nothing new for me."

"But I don't want to be the reason you get made fun of."

"Oh my god. What, should we both catch colds then?"

"Well...we can both stay in the room. One of us just has to not look while the other is in the bath. Right?"

Elna blushed as she made this unexpected suggestion.

"Uh... Are you serious?"

"Of course I'm serious! Ugh! You can go first. Just hurry up!"

She headed to the corner of the room in a huff and sat in a chair.

I stood there frozen a moment, but I quickly deduced that Elna wouldn't get in the bathroom if I didn't go along with her plan, and that would mean her getting sick.

Left with no choice, I took a towel and went to the bath.
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"I'm done."

"That was quick."

"Not like I could exactly relax, is it?"

I adjusted my white robe as we conversed. I'd hung up my wet clothes, so that was all I had to wear. It made me feel weird and extremely uncomfortable to be wearing a bathrobe in front of Elna. I went and sat down in the chair she'd been occupying.

Soon, I heard the sound of rustling clothes. Elna was getting undressed. I hadn't paid any mind while I was getting undressed myself, but being the one listening added to the tension.

I was looking around the room to distract myself when I noticed the mirror at the edge of the bed...and I also noticed something else.

"...?!"

I had an unencumbered view of Elna as she was taking off her clothes.

She already had her white blouse off, and I watched as she took her red skirt and slid it down her legs. The feminine design of her matching pink and frilly underwear would have been a surprise for anyone else who knew her.

Wet from the rain, her underwear clung to her skin, and she frowned in discomfort as she started to take them off.

My perverse male instinct to keep watching fought against the knowledge that I really shouldn't, since getting caught meant having my head eternally severed from my body.

Meanwhile, Elna finished taking off her bra, exposing her comparatively underdeveloped chest. Then her hands went to her panties.

It was at that point I finally wrenched my neck around to face the other direction.

That was close. I'd nearly lost the battle against my libido, as well as my life.

As I sat there frozen in my seat, I heard the sound of running water. I could also hear Elna washing, and images of the body I'd just seen rushed unbidden into my head to furnish my imagination with details of what was happening.

You're not a dumb little kid. Enough fantasizing!

I scolded myself and shook the inappropriate images from my head. At long last, after a few heavenly yet torturous minutes, Elna got out of the bath.

"Okay, you can look now."

She quietly gave her permission.

When I looked over, she was also wrapped in a bathrobe. However, her face was bright red. She tried to act casual, but quickly gave up and slid under the bed covers with an embarrassed groan when the weight of my gaze became unbearable.

"If you're that embarrassed, we didn't have to come in here in the first place."

"I know, but...but..."

She sounded close to tears, and her voice was surprisingly frail. Apparently, the situation had been pretty traumatizing after all.

"If I break my word as a knight even once...it'll cheapen everything else I've ever said...like all my vows and declarations..."

"It will not. At least, I don't think so."

"Well, I do think so... So I'm not breaking my word."

"And instead you're just going to cry about it?"

"I am not crying..."

Even as she said that, I could hear the tears in her voice. Frustrated, I sighed, and for some reason that made Elna angry.

"It's all your fault, for saying things to make me upset!"

"Now it's my fault?"

"And how did you even know this place was a love hotel now, anyway? Who did you come here with?! The girl with giant boobs those kids were talking about?!"

I sighed again.

"Well, you must not be too upset if you have the energy to be mad at me."

"Don't change the subject!"

Elna wouldn't let it go. I took a moment before responding. Unfortunately, when she'd told off that group of naughty kids earlier, they'd responded with the story about seeing me walking with that other girl. Now that Elna knew, there was no point in keeping it a secret.

So, I decided to tell her the truth.

"At the brothels I visit from time to time, there are tons of girls who've been sold by their parents as children and have no choice but to live as prostitutes."

"So? What's your point?"

"I pay them and pretend to take them to a love hotel as an excuse for them to get out and enjoy themselves for a day. It was probably one of those girls that the kids saw me with. They can get into places where they're normally banned if they're with me, and no one would expect a prince to be out walking in public with a prostitute."

"Really? You did that?"

"Even from the brothel's side of things, the only work they can be given is that of prostitutes. That's just a fact of life for them. It's probably better than being homeless and starving. But even prostitutes want a chance to just walk around town, go shopping, and have some fun occasionally. So I give them that opportunity. I'm aware it doesn't really change anything, but I figure I should do whatever good I can, no matter how small."

The prostitutes I brought to the love hotel usually offered to sleep with me, but I'd never taken them up on it. If I did, it would look like that was my real objective.

If I was going to pretend to be a good person, I'd better see the charade through to the end. That was my logic.

"Why don't you make it more obvious to people that's what you're doing?"

"If they knew the truth, I'd be stopped. Just the news that an imperial prince was going to some random brothel would be bad enough. It'd be annoying if people started telling me to take more upscale prostitutes instead."

"But...you're only hurting your reputation if everyone thinks you go out with lots of women."

"I don't mind. That's more or less what I'm doing, and it's not like I haven't ever been a player, anyway."

It wasn't like I had a reputation to spoil in the first place. Mine was already bad enough, so I didn't care about it being sullied further.

"Isn't that painful for you?"

"It might be, if I were all alone. But I'm not. I have people who like and respect me. Including you, right?"

"No fair...when you put it like that..."

I thought maybe I could hear her faintly sulking as her voice faded to a mumble.

After that, our conversation turned to lighter topics as we waited for our clothes to dry. It had been a long time since Elna and I had just hung out and talked like that, and it was surprisingly enjoyable.
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The day of Arn and Leo's scheduled departure from the capital arrived. Since they were leaving in an official capacity, the emperor would be saying a few words to them before they headed off to the port with a robust security detail.

They had only one worry—whether the people they were leaving behind would survive the treacherous situation at home.

"Well, we're off. Hold down the fort for me here, Marie."

"Of course, Master Leo."

In preparation, Arn had procured a new helping hand in Lynphia and sent her along with the most trustworthy Sebas to assist Finne. Likewise, Leo had decided to place Marie, his loyal maid-cum-secretarial assistant, in charge of his influence.

"The other factions of influence will be launching attacks while we're gone. I want you to work together with Finne to fend them off."

"We'll be just fine. All of your attendants will still be here, and Lady Finne is a strong symbol of your influence. What I'm worried about is you."

Leo smiled grimly at Marie's words of concern. He knew what she was referring to.

"Are you inferring that I'll be shorthanded?"

"If I'm to be honest, then yes. Your safety is not a concern as long as Lady Elna is with you. But I'm worried you might be low on help in...other areas."

"Don't be. I'll have my brother."

"That is what worries me most, actually."

This time Marie didn't mince words, and Leo grimaced at her mercilessness. She delivered even the harshest truths without ever changing her tone or raising an eyebrow. Most people would've gotten angry at this. But it never did get a rise out of Arn, and that fact irritated Marie all the more.

His younger brother was vying for the emperor's throne. And when people made fun of him, they may as well have been disrespecting Leo himself. Given all that, he could at least care enough to get angry. That's how Marie felt, anyway.

But instead, Leo's response was to admonish her.

"Listen, Marie. You probably don't understand, but my brother is an incredible person."

"You're too generous in your assessment of him. No matter what childhood memories you might share, that has no bearing on the present."

"That's not true. You'll understand someday. Everyone calls him the Insipid Prince...but it's not true. Not to brag, but I can accomplish most anything if I work hard enough at it. My brother is different. He can do pretty much anything he puts his mind to with hardly any effort at all. So, as long as he's around, you don't have to worry about me."

Marie's expression grew darker as she listened to Leo's unwavering conviction. If what he said was correct, and his brother really was as talented as he claimed, then it could be a detriment to Leo someday. Not to mention, placing such excessive faith and reliance in Arn could become a weakness for others to exploit.

But Marie kept her opinions to herself. When she'd come into Leo's employ, she had made a vow to support him. No matter what path Leo chose, she would be there to help him, no questions asked.

"If you're sure, then I won't say any more. I wish you luck and safe travels."

"Thanks. I'm sorry for leaving you with so much to look after. I promise to fulfill my duty."

After their conversation, Leo climbed into the carriage.

Thus, the imperial ambassadorial envoy left the capital. Their destination—the southern region of the Vogel continent. It was an unstable region of contention between two nations.
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