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The Vogel Continent was sometimes described in comparison to a bird spreading its wings. That was because the vast land mass extending from east to west with the slightly protruding sections at the top and bottom resembled a bird's wings, head, and tail. In the center of the continent, dominating the bird's body, was the Adrasia Empire. And the location Leo and I were being sent now was the tail section.

The name of that nation at the southern end of the continent was the Grand Duchy of Rondine, one of two nations in the "tail."

"One of the two countries that were victorious in the Southern Civil Wars..."

I read over materials about our destination as we sailed. I was aboard one of the ships that made up the imperial envoy of which Leo presided as ambassador extraordinary. There were two ships in the fleet, and both held a cargo of gifts to be presented to Rondine. As a precaution, Leo was riding on one ship and I on the other, just in case of an accident. The ocean in this region was fairly calm, and really there was no chance of something dire happening.

Among the crew on my ship, there was one individual in particular who couldn't stop trembling.

"You should never go out on the open ocean if even such peaceful waters scare you."

"Th-that's fine with me..."

Lying in her bed with a blanket pulled over her head, trembling from head to toe, was Elna. Why was she here and why was she so freaked out? Well, that wasn't too long a story.

Basically what had happened was that Elna had been chosen to be our bodyguard. It was customary for a knight of the Imperial Guard to accompany the ambassador extraordinary, and our brothers and sisters had nominated her. Most likely, they wanted to get as many of the people on our side out of the capital as possible. Of course, that much didn't come as any surprise, and as a back-up, I'd left Lynphia with Finne. They'd be fine.

There were a few fairly big problems with sending abroad a knight of the Amsberg household who could wield the holy sword, but it also had the advantage of displaying the sincerity of our goodwill to our host nation. In the end, Father had accepted our siblings' nomination; he'd probably been considering Elna a possibility himself.

There were two reasons sending Elna with the envoy was such an issue. First of all, the Amsbergs, who could use the holy sword, played a large role in Adrasia's formidable military power. Any other country would be unable to defend itself if the Amsbergs were dispatched within their borders. That was a problem for the host nation to consider. The second problem was for the Amsberg household itself. The holy sword could not be used abroad without permission from the empire. This was a safeguard set by the first-generation Amsberg hero in case any Amsberg should betray Adrasia and enter another nation. This fact wasn't well known, since it was rare for any of the supreme archduke's household to be sent abroad in the first place.

"Those three blasted siblings of yours... I'll get them back one day...! They'll pay for doing this to me...!"

"You're not very convincing when you're shaking in fear like that."

So, why was Elna so afraid? She was simply scared of the ocean.

Elna had no problem with being in a bathtub, but she was the type of person who couldn't cope with rivers, oceans, and the like. She had a phobia of open water. It was arguably near-perfect Elna's sole weakness. Or more precisely, the one weakness that Elna, for all her loathing of ever losing a battle, was unable to conquer.

Whenever she looked at the ocean, anxiety would kick in, and she'd become dizzy, nauseous, and short of breath. Just the act of getting on a boat was enough to make her tremble uncontrollably with abnormal fear. She'd probably go into full-blown shock if she ever caught a glimpse of the wide-open sea.

"I'm amazed you made it this long without anyone ever finding out. I thought everyone would know!"

"A-Amsbergs who can use the holy sword almost never leave the Adrasia Empire...it has so much land mass. That's why I was so utterly desperate to learn how to summon the sword when I was twelve...because I didn't ever want to have to ride a boat..."

A teardrop rolled down Elna's cheek. She'd probably been the first Amsberg in history to learn to summon the holy sword for such a personal and insignificant reason. And now all that effort had been for nothing. I couldn't help but find it all a little amusing.

"Hey, you just smirked at me...! Who laughs at their friends when they're scared...?!"

"Remembering how you came to have such a phobia of water is pretty laughable, don't you think? Especially for me."

"Y-you're partly responsible, you know! It was seeing you nearly drown that made me so scared!"

It was like Elna said. We were about eight years old at the time, and she and I had been taking a bath together. I'd apparently said something that upset her, so she gave me a solid punch in the gut. After that, I'd passed out and sunk below the water, nearly drowning.

Then for some strange reason, seeing that happen to me had made Elna afraid of the water, and she'd developed a full-blown phobia. It was the most ridiculous, illogical thing I'd ever heard in my life. Even the most tyrannical of dictators wasn't quite that crazy.

"That's what you get for attacking me. It could've easily been me who developed a phobia of drowning. It's called suffering the consequences."

"Th-this is one hell of a consequence..."

Elna looked uncharacteristically fragile as she struggled to keep herself from crying.

Sheesh. If she was that scared, she could've just turned down the job. Why was she even here?

"My father probably would've let you off the hook if you'd just told him, you know."

"I-it would be a complete scandal if people found out the supreme archduke's heir was afraid of the ocean! P-plus I'd feel like a loser, admitting I'm scared of the water..."

"A loser competing against who? Yeesh, you're impossible."

At that moment, the ship faintly rocked side to side. It wasn't even a big jolt, but it seemed to be shocking to Elna, and she let out a loud wail.

To make matters worse, she managed to hit her head rolling over on the bed, causing her to curl up in both pain and fear.

You would never see her react like that on the mainland, so it was kind of fun to watch.

"You're completely useless out on the water. We'd be dead meat if we happened to get attacked by pirates."

"D-don't make fun of me! If it were really an emergency, I... Oh my god! That was a really big one! What if it made a hole in the ship?!"

"No, you'd be useless even in an emergency. And a wave isn't going to cause holes in the ship. Maybe if we ran into a sea dragon or something, though."

The most frightening creatures out on the open ocean were sea dragons, the kings of the water.

They were dragons adapted for aquatic life, top-ranked monsters who wreaked havoc throughout the seas. They were even more ferocious than dragons on land. Countless sailors had lost their lives after sea dragons had sunk their ships.

Sea dragons had even once sunk the entire fleets of two countries engaged in naval warfare. Naturally, Elna had heard that frightening tale as well. The moment I brought up sea dragons, she looked as if her spirit had been entirely crushed.

"Am I...going to die out here?"

"Of course you're not going to die, stupid. It's like you're a completely different person. Is it really appropriate for an imperial knight to be acting like this? You can't accept missions knowing you could negatively affect their outcome."

"But..."

I sighed. She was reluctant to show weakness, and I understood that. Besides, no pirates would deliberately attack the ship of a diplomatic envoy with such stringent security. The odds of her having to fight at sea were essentially zero. And once we were back on land, she would be back to her old self. I decided to lay off the teasing for the time being.

Satisfied at having said my piece, I secretly put up a barrier. It was an isolation barrier between us and the rest of the ship. The rocking would no longer feel as strong. I'd never be able to use such a barrier normally, but in her present state of mind, I was sure Elna wouldn't notice.

"I-it seems like the ship's not rocking as much now..."

"It was never rocking that much in the first place."

"Y-you're just too insensitive. Aren't you at all concerned about the ship sinking?"

"Only two times in all of history has the ship of an imperial delegation ever sunk."

"But there's no guarantee that we won't be the third, right?"

Unlike usual, Elna was being almost annoyingly pessimistic. How could she get even more scared over information I'd brought up to reassure her?

There was no point in saying anything else. I'd better just let her be scared.

A hesitant knock on the door interrupted my thoughts. The sound of it startled Elna. Since she was in no condition to reply, I did so for her, and a middle-aged knight under her command opened the door.

"Come in."

"Pardon the intrusion. Uh, how are you doing, Commander?"

"I-I'm alive..."

"Can you come up on deck?"

"Are you trying to kill me?! I'll drown if the wind blows me overboard!"

"Are you imagining some sort of storm outside? It's perfectly nice and sunny today. Geez... She's been like this the whole time."

When I looked at the knight in frustration, I noticed he was also grimacing. Apparently the knights under Elna's command knew of her affliction. Besides, it wasn't as if she could've hidden it at this point.

"Well then, I'll just share this update. A ship from the Grand Duchy of Albatro is requesting a meeting with us. We have dropped anchor, as has Prince Leonard's ship. How you would like to proceed?"

 "Albatro, huh? So we're already within their maritime territory, then."

The Grand Duchy of Albatro bordered the Grand Duchy of Rondine. They were a seafaring nation engaged in widespread maritime trade. At one point in the past, when the Adrasia Empire was at war with another foreign nation, Albatro had provided assistance to our opposition, so Albatro and Adrasia were currently not on friendly terms.

If they were requesting a meeting, it was most likely because they didn't want us going to Rondine. And a meeting would serve as a de facto inspection of our ships.

"H-have all the knights return to their rooms. We don't want to appear aggressive."

"Agreed. What is Leo saying?"

"Well... Prince Leonard seems to be indisposed at the moment, as well. That is why I came for your opinion."

"Ahh... Fine. I'll deal with them while pretending to be Leo."

With that, I left the room. Leo's ship was right next to ours. An Albatro delegation was likely to come aboard as soon as we gave the signal agreeing to a meeting. Of course, it was doubtful they'd search every last nook and cranny of an envoy ship, so we'd probably be okay.

I crossed over to the other ship and headed to Leo's room.

When I got there, I was met by a pale-faced Leo. As I'd guessed, he was in no shape to conduct a meeting.

We were both wearing the same clothes, a black shirt and bright blue coat. It was the outfit of imperial ambassadors. Normally only the ambassador wore it, but this time, I also got the privilege since I was his aide. It symbolized that I was equivalent in status to an ambassador myself. At first I'd found this fact annoying, but in this situation, it meant that I could easily pull off pretending to be Leo.

"Hey. I hear you're not feeling too good, huh? Did you get seasick?"

"Yeah... I think so..."

"Ugh. Get a grip already. It's not like you're Elna."

"Sorry..."

"I'll pretend to be you for now. You can go lay down somewhere on the other ship."

"But—"

"Just go. ...Say Prince Arnold's feeling sick."

"But Your Highness, that will be yet another slight to your reputation."

"That's fine. It doesn't make any difference at this point."

After giving Elna's subordinate his orders, I had Leo cross to the other ship, pretending to be me, of course.

Once he'd gone, I fixed my hair and clothes, put on a dignified expression, and left the room.

"I accept the request for a meeting. Start the preparations."

"Yes, Your Highness."

And just like that, out in the middle of the ocean, Leo and I switched places.
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It turned out Albatro had sent three military warships. These were sailing ships outfitted with magical cannons that could fire rounds using mana. They were cutting edge in terms of warship technology. Defending ourselves hand-to-hand if they boarded offensively would be hard enough, and we'd have almost no chance if they fired on us from a distance.

"There's no way they would attack us, right?"

"I would assume not, since if they did, that would mean war with Adrasia."

"Thanks for taking Leo over. How are he and Elna doing?"

"Like they're on their last legs. If this were a sporting event, the referee would be calling the match about now."

The knight had just returned from escorting Leo to the other ship. He was the only one who knew we'd switched places. It would be useful to keep him with me.

"Think I'll be disqualified?"

"You'll be fine, just as long as no one finds out."

The knight's responses showed surprising flexibility for someone under Elna's command. Actually, I wouldn't have minded having him on my own staff.

"All right. I guess I'll just have to give a perfect performance."

"Ready when you are, Your Highness."

And with that, the knight and I went out to greet the approaching Albatro ships.




***




"Thank you for agreeing to this meeting, Ambassador."

It turned out to be a young woman who boarded our ship to greet us. She was pale, looked to be about fourteen or fifteen years old, and had neatly trimmed, shoulder-length brown hair that fluttered gently in the breeze. Her green eyes returned my gaze with deep interest.

I had not anticipated someone younger than myself, and it came as a bit of a surprise.

The girl seemed to intuit this and quickly bowed her head.

"Forgive my rudeness. I am Evangelina Di Albatro, Princess of Albatro. My name is long, so you may call me Eva."

"W-wait for meee!"

"And this dweeb is Julio Di Albatro, my younger brother."

Julio was the spitting image of his older sister. It wasn't that Eva was masculine looking, but rather that Julio's features were more feminine. Someone looking at the two of them side by side might even mistake them for two sisters.

Eva was a beautiful girl with strong determination showing in her eyes. In contrast, Julio seemed frail and nervous. As rude as that sounds, in terms of stereotypical qualities, Julio was the more feminine of the siblings.

It never crossed my mind that the princess and prince of Albatro might be twins. And what exactly were they playing at, coming aboard our ship?

Feeling glad I hadn't forced Leo to participate while he was ill, I gave them an elegant, Leo-like bow.

"My name is Leonard Lakes Aadler. I am the Eighth Imperial Prince of Adrasia. I am currently on my way to the Grand Duchy of Rondine, having been appointed ambassador extraordinary to Rondine on behalf of our empire. It is a great honor to make the acquaintance of the princess and prince of Albatro, as well as to lay eyes upon this fleet of ships belonging to such a renowned nation of seafarers."

Before we departed, Albatro had already been informed that Leo was being sent to Rondine as ambassador extraordinary, so Eva and Julio should have been aware of that fact as well.

Therefore, their goal wasn't to obstruct our passage. If they'd wanted to prevent us from reaching Rondine, they could've simply forbidden us from traversing Albatro territory. Granting permission to travel through their seas and then revoking it once we'd entered would result in Albatro losing the trust of all other nations.

Eva and Julio must have come aboard our ship with a different goal in mind.

"I have heard much about you as well, including how you mobilized thousands of knights to launch an attack during the tsunami that occurred in eastern Adrasia. Your empire is lucky to have a prince who is so brave and well versed in military strategy."

"That is much too generous an assessment. It was all the knights' valiant efforts. And in terms of strategic talent, I believe I could say the same for you two. Surely you haven't traveled all this way on warships just to say hello?"

Eva's gaze sharpened, and Julio looked taken aback by this sudden shift in the conversation.

So they did have another objective, after all.

I suspected they were out sailing these waters on another mission entirely and had only decided to board us when we happened to pass by. The question was, what sort of objective would require the princess and prince's presence? Judging by their demeanor, neither of them had much experience in battle. I saw maybe a hint of it in Eva, but Julio had none whatsoever. He'd probably be even more incompetent than me with a sword in his hand. What was someone like that doing here?

Just as I was about to probe them and find out, Eva revealed the answer.

"Why can you never keep a straight face?! You're such an idiot! Good grief."

"I-I'm sorry, Eva."

She sighed deeply, then continued.

"Prince Leonard, allow me to be frank. We'd like you to change course. We will not stop you from going to Rondine. We only ask that you make a detour."

"May I ask the reason why?"

"...I'd rather not say, if at all possible. We cannot trust you and your empire."

"I see."

Eva clearly possessed courage if she could openly admit that. Albatro was much smaller and weaker compared to Adrasia. The danger of making enemies out of the many countries they traded with was enough to prevent hostilities, otherwise, Adrasia had the power to easily crush Albatro underfoot.

Surely Albatro knew that as well. So Eva's statement made it pretty clear that the reason for their request absolutely had to remain a secret.

I glanced around and then gave my command.

"We're changing course. We will make a detour before entering Rondine."

"Y-Your Highness?! That could take several days longer than planned!"

"I don't care. We have plenty of food and water, and I'm sure Rondine will be willing to overlook a slight delay."

"But—!"

"I've already made up my mind. ...Does this satisfy you, Princess Eva?"

It secretly amused me to see Eva's stunned expression.

Wow, so this is the kind of reactions Leo gets.

And I wondered if he acted so decisive in part because it was fun to see people looking so shocked.

That's how amusing Eva's reaction was.

"...You truly do have the generosity of a potential future emperor. I greatly appreciate your wise decision, Prince Leonard."

"Th-thank you, Prince Leonard."

"Now then, if you'll excuse us, we will return to our duties."

"P-pardon us, Prince Leonard."

Having accomplished the objective of their meeting, Eva and Julio excused themselves and headed back to their ship.

At the same time, we began preparing to set sail. I wanted to stop acting as Leo as soon as possible, but since Eva and Julio seemed skeptical that we truly would change our course, I couldn't afford to do anything suspicious. In the end, I remained in character.

It wasn't that big of a problem, anyway. It wouldn't be obvious while I was in my room, and to be honest, neither Leo nor I had any work to do until we reached land. The bigger issue was what Albatro was trying to accomplish.

"What do you think that was all about?"

"Your guess is as good as mine."

The knight's question had me stumped as well.

I honestly had no idea. They'd specifically sent out three warships, but with the princess and prince aboard. If they were going to fight, they'd have no need for the two of them, and if they weren't going to fight, then three warships was overkill.

Based on all that, one possibility was reconnaissance of their influence. If Eva and Julio had reconnaissance-related skills, then I guessed it made sense. But then the question was, where and what were they reconnoitering? We were in Albatro's own maritime zone, and I hadn't heard word of any large pirate fleets about.

I had spent a few minutes in thought when the ship suddenly rocked wildly.

"What was that?!"

"Attention! We're headed into a storm!"

"What?!"

What kind of nonsense was that? There hadn't been a cloud in the sky five minutes ago. Surely there wasn't suddenly a storm?

Bewildered and skeptical, I hurried up on deck. When I got there, the ship was under the attack of fierce winds and high waves, and when I looked out at the ocean around us, I noticed an even more distressing problem.

"Captain! We've lost my brother's ship!"

"Forgive me, Your Highness! It's all we can to do keep this ship from capsizing! It would be impossible to go after the other ship now!"

"Isn't there anything you can do?!"

"I'm afraid not! This isn't a natural storm! It came out of nowhere, without any warning! It must be the doing of a sea monster!"

Upon hearing the captain's shouted response, I recalled my conversation with Elna earlier. I'd mentioned sea dragons to her. The most common story you heard about sea dragons was that they created sudden storms and capsized boats. That was exactly what was happening to us.

Another thing that substantiated that theory was Albatro's actions. They'd sent out the princess and prince, along with three warships, and they'd asked us to change course. What if Albatro had known there was a sea dragon within their territorial waters and had come out to investigate?

They wouldn't have wanted to reveal their purpose. Albatro was founded on maritime trade, but no sailors from any nation would send ships to Albatro if they heard there was a sea dragon around. That would be suicide.

Having deduced that much, I immediately used detection magic to investigate the scope of the storm. Upon learning how far the winds spread, I thoughtfully clicked my tongue. The storm was massive in scale, and we were on its edge. In other words, this wasn't where the storm had originated.

It seemed probable that the storm's center was within Albatro territory. Even more worrisome was that our ships were gradually being blown in that direction. At worst, we'd end up battling the sea dragon itself. That was something I wanted to avoid at any cost.

"Captain! Get us out of this storm!"

"I'm on it!"

Thus, I was swept up into the storm, still acting as my brother.
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"Where are we now, Captain?"

Continuing my charade as Leo, I asked about our location. The storm had somewhat calmed, but during the worst of it, Leo's ship had become separated from mine, and we'd lost quite a lot of time. The sun was already starting to set.

It was a bad enough storm that we might have easily capsized. We had managed to safely weather the conditions thanks to the fact that our ships were imperial envoy vessels crewed by sailors trained by the imperial navy.

"We should be in Albatro waters now. We stayed afloat, but we've sailed well off course. Or I suppose more accurately, we were blown off course. There was clearly something abnormal about that storm."

"So, you think it was something to do with a monster?"

"Yes, I think that's safe to assume. My father and grandfather were both sailors, and what just happened was exactly like their stories of sea dragon storms."

"Sea dragon storms? What more do you know about them?"

"They're literally storms created by sea dragons, and apparently, the dragons try to drag ships closer and closer toward themselves. That means even if a ship survives the storm, it ends up near to where the sea dragon is. Just mentioning a sea dragon storm is enough to scare any sailor. Sea dragons are the highest class of all monsters living in the ocean, you know. Just seeing one means all but certain death."

Hmm. The sea dragon storms of sailors' tales did seem to match the description of the storm we'd weathered. Did that mean there was a sea dragon in the ocean nearby?

If so, we were in big trouble. First of all, dragons were monsters who cycled through active and dormant periods, with the dormant periods lasting far longer than the active ones. There were reports of dragons remaining dormant for hundreds of years. They would rest for years and years, then wake for only a short period of time. That was a dragon's natural life cycle, and sea dragons were no exception.

I would have to look through records to be certain, but based on what we knew, it seemed that a once dormant sea dragon had just become active. The main problem was Albatro's booming sea trade industry. Although not engaged with our own empire, Albatro had a vast trading network with other nations. If a sea dragon had appeared within their maritime territory, it would be a devastating blow to their economy.

Knowing that, they must have sent out a top-secret investigation. And based on that storm, they'd seriously pissed off the sea dragon in the process. It was probably Eva and her brother who'd caused the storm, and equally probable they had not survived it, considering its intensity. What a tragedy.

"Hmm. In that case, there's no point in sticking around. I'm concerned about my brother, too. Let's proceed straight to Ron—"

"H-hey! Look at that!"

In the middle of me giving my command, one of the sailing crew cried out.

With a sinking feeling in my stomach, I looked over. As expected, pieces of a wrecked ship were floating in the water.

"One of Albatro's ships?"

"Most likely. They must've gotten caught up in the storm just like we did."

"That's too bad."

I was about to end the conversation there, when Elna's knight beside me whispered, "Your Highness, Prince Leonard would order a search for any survivors!"

"We don't have that kind of time. There could be a sea dragon out there, remember? We have to get out of here as soon as possible."

"I understand that, but you have to act like Prince Leonard would. Even if you are twins representing the empire as ambassadors, it would be a disaster if anyone found out you'd switched places!"

"I know, but all of the crew are still shaken up by that storm. No one's going to notice if I act a little out of character!"

"That's all the more reason you must act like Prince Leonard would. Having your deception discovered now would lead to even greater unrest. You won't be able to keep the crew quiet, either. What do you think Rondine would have to say about this?"

The knight was entirely correct. I could acknowledge that. But acting like Leo meant doing the one thing I most wanted to avoid. There was absolutely no benefit to a search and rescue mission in these circumstances. First of all, Albatro wasn't an ally, and they weren't even on good terms with the empire. It was idiotic to conduct a rescue mission for such a nation while there could be a sea dragon nearby.

We didn't have time to waste. We'd already lost several days. If we started a search and rescue mission now, we'd end up reaching Rondine much later than scheduled. Even if Leo arrived ahead of me, it wouldn't matter. He was supposed to be me right now, and Prince Arnold was the good-for-nothing prince. It would look suspicious if he started conducting friendly negotiations with Rondine all on his own. Not to mention I was still worried about whether Leo could pull off being me without being found out, even with Elna around. I needed to get to Rondine straight away.

Besides, if we conducted a rescue mission and found lots of survivors, we'd have to make a stop by Albatro. That would be the worst part of all. Who knew if Albatro would let a prince of Adrasia go free after he'd learned the secret they'd been trying to hide?

If I were in their shoes, I'd keep me from leaving until the sea dragon issue was resolved. If that happened, Arn and Leo would have to stay switched for a long time. That wouldn't work at all.

"There's no chance of finding any survivors. Quickly, we must hurry out—"

"Look! There's someone holding onto a piece of wreckage! They're alive!"

I didn't immediately respond.

"How shall we proceed? Just abandon them?" the knight asked, despite knowing full well what my answer would be.

At this point, it was impossible to make any other choice. We had to help them. Why did problems keep popping up right in my path? Enough already! I cursed whatever god up there was doing this to me.

"Let down the ropes! We must rescue them immediately! Keep an eye out for other survivors!"

Even as I fired off those Leo-like orders, I felt black clouds of despair settling over me.

What I really wanted was to reveal that I was Arnold and get the hell out of there. It wasn't because I was afraid. Even if a sea dragon did show up, all we had to do was fight it off. But that would lead to a lot of extra trouble. No doubt the situation would end up impossibly chaotic with only me in charge. I had to prevent that from happening at all costs.

And yet thanks to goody-two-shoes Leo, it wasn't to be.

"We've rescued the survivor! He says there are many more still out at sea!"

I felt my senses growing feint when I heard the crew member's announcement. The more survivors there were, the longer we'd be delayed out here. We'd have to secure space for everyone aboard the ship, and on top of all that, we'd have to ration out food and water.

"Did they put a jinx on us or something?!"

"You must watch how you speak!"

"I can't help it! ...Good lord! This can't get any worse!"

"Compose yourself. By doing this, word of Prince Leonard's virtuousness will spread. Once people find out that he helped rescue so many people amid such danger, Rondine will applaud his efforts, and they'll be unlikely to do anything that might disrespect him."

"But Rondine and Albatro get along like cats and dogs. They've been fighting over control of the southern region for ages. You really think they're going to be happy we rescued their enemies?"

"Adrasia is a powerful nation that has no involvement in their conflict. All we have to do is act in a dignified manner. Now, if you've finished your tantrum, I suggest you prepare to take action."

Urged on by Elna's knight, I let out a long sigh and raised my head with determination. Then I looked back down and sighed once more.

Man, this really sucked. Was there any way to avoid this situation without tarnishing Leo's reputation?

No, there wasn't. Without a doubt, Leo would help rescue the survivors, and he would do it no matter what the cost.

If he'd been the type of person who could prioritize his own interests and personal gain, he would have become emperor without needing my help.

It was worth it to help him out, but at this particular moment, I resented his people-pleasing personality and his good reputation.

"Captain. We will rescue all the survivors."

"Are you out of your mind?! There could be a sea dragon out there! We won't stand a chance if it attacks. And before long, dead bodies will lure other monsters! We'll be in all kinds of danger."

"The storm has passed. The sea dragon must be satisfied now. Besides, normal monsters won't go anywhere near a powerful one, and we're talking about a sea dragon. I think we'll be fine for two or three days."

"But the sun's nearly set! It's dangerous to go searching for people in the dark! Using lights might draw the sea dragon!"

"Even so, we will continue our rescue efforts to the best of our ability. I want you to decide our course based on information about where the survivors are located. I'm sorry, Captain, but this is my order as ambassador. We will use every method at our disposal to rescue the survivors from Albatro. We will not abandon a single victim."

"...I see you truly are as softhearted toward those in need as the rumors say. As captain of this ship, I do not approve, but if those are your orders, then so be it. We shall continue with the search and rescue."

With an air of resignation, the captain acquiesced. I wanted to tell him I understood his discontent and agreed it was utter foolishness, but that wouldn't be Leo. If only the captain wouldn't look at me with such bitterness. It wasn't like I had any other choice, did I?

And that was how, on our way to Rondine, we somehow began the idiocy of a search and rescue mission in sea dragon-infested waters.
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"Come on, guys... Hang in there... We'll pull through. I know it..." Julio shouted as he clung onto one of his warship's remaining skiffs. He'd repeated similar words so many times that his voice was growing hoarse. But still he continued because he believed it was his duty to do so. Surrounding him were dozens of crew members. Those who were injured were preferentially allowed to ride in the small boat, while the others clung to the sides or other wreckage.

"Y-Your Highness. You must come aboard..."

"No... I'm okay."

Despite his encouraging words, Julio was feeling desperate himself. It had already been more than ten hours since their ship was destroyed, and they'd all been cast out to sea. They'd survived one hellish night of fear and freezing water, but there was still no help in sight. No one had imagined this possibility.

After being informed that the sea dragon may have become active again, Eva and Julio had set out to investigate. They'd brought along an escort of three warships as a precaution. No one had underestimated the danger of a sea dragon. It was simply that even the best precautions possible were still not good enough.

Their father had told them all they needed to do was confirm whether or not the sea dragon was active. The reason they'd been selected for the task was their innate ability to use magic that utilized sound, which made conducting a search of the ocean a piece of cake.

If they'd made one miscalculation, it was that the sea dragon had been attracted by the sounds. They had angered it. The sea dragon then caused a storm, and the storm had demolished all of their ships. Fortunately, the sea dragon had retreated at that point, but that did nothing to save them.

"Woah?! Was that a monster?! I just saw a shadow down there!"

"Calm down! It was just a fish!"

The surviving crew members were fighting against a host of fears, including the fear of death, the fear of never being rescued, the fear of freezing to death, and the fear that more sea monsters could come and devour them. All of those fears compounded, leaving Julio and the rest of the survivors weak and weary.

Still, Julio cried out. "Someone will come rescue us...! Think of your families...! We're going to make it out of this alive, each and every one of us...!" He continued to encourage the survivors. He was also yelling to keep his own spirits up.

In normal times Julio would never have done something like that. Or rather, he couldn't have. It wasn't in his nature to be assertive. Despite being the prince, he was unable to act authoritative or self-important.

It had always been Eva who took control, but she was currently asleep in the skiff.

When they'd all been tossed overboard, she'd hit the water hard trying to protect Julio and lost consciousness.

Since then, Julio had begun acting bravely, acting like Eva. He felt strongly that, for the sake of his ailing sister, he had to live. That budding sense of responsibility combined with the emergency situation allowed him to act like the prince he was. That said, it didn't change the fact that all of his encouragement did precious little to improve morale.

"No one's...going to rescue us. Even if they left last night...it would take a day or more to reach us..."

One of the crew responded pessimistically, saying what everyone else was thinking.

Albatro's rescue ships wouldn't reach them in time. However, Julio had one last hope.

"Considering the size of that storm, it's possible Adrasia's ships were also caught in it... Prince Leonard will come save us..."

"The empire, save us? For years we continued giving support to the country Adrasia was at war with. Our nation profited off of their spilled blood. There's no way they'd go looking for our survivors in such dangerous waters."

"Prince Leonard is said to be kind—someone who won't abandon those in need. We're going to be okay! I know he'll come to our rescue!"

"Do you really think so? Even one of our allies would likely abandon us in a situation this dangerous."

"I know I'd be out of here as soon as the storm passed. I don't want to be anywhere there might be a sea dragon."

"Come on, guys..."

Everyone was starting to lose hope. The same was true for Julio. He'd stayed strong for Eva's sake, but both his physical and mental fortitude were close to running out.

Crisis aside, Julio had significantly less physical strength than the other crew members, so it was only natural for him to succumb first. Yet, he'd managed to hang on by the strength of his will alone. That was rapidly depleting, however, dragged down by the despondency of those around him.

Maybe this really is the end.

Just when that thought crossed his mind, he saw something out on the horizon. It looked like a ship.

"A-a ship! There's a ship out there!"

"I see it! We're saved! ...Hey! Over here!"

Everyone's flagging will to survive was immediately revived. They all shouted at the top of their lungs and waved their hands, hoping to be noticed. They continued like that for several minutes until someone murmured.

"I-it's one of the empire's ships..."

That knowledge was enough to make everyone stop waving. The ship was flying the flag of the Adrasia Empire.

Judging by its silhouette, it was one of the two imperial ships they'd come upon the day before.

If they'd also gotten caught in the storm, it made sense that their ship would be in the area. It also meant that they'd been blown off their original course. Everyone here knew that the Adrasia ambassadors had been headed for Rondine.

Would they waste even more time on a rescue mission when they were already late?

Not to mention the fact that there was a sea dragon somewhere in the area that could attack at any moment.

There were more than enough reasons for the empire not to help them.

At that moment, the bow of the imperial ship swung in a different direction. Despair crept into Julio's heart.

But then Julio heard a voice. It had been amplified using a magical tool.

"This is Leonard Lakes Aadler, Eighth Imperial Prince of Adrasia. Our ship is currently searching for survivors from the Grand Duchy of Albatro. We will come to your rescue in due course, but if you are able to swim to us, we ask you to do so now. Those who are too weak, please stay put. We will save you."

Upon hearing those words, tears started to stream down Julio's face. He quickly wiped them away.

"Let's go, everyone! We need to get help for those of us who are injured!"

"Y-yes, sir!"

"Let's go! Just a little farther!"

And so, Julio and his crew hurriedly made their way toward the imperial ship.
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Arn, pretending to be Leo, set down the receiver of the magical voice amplification tool and exhaled deeply.

"I just hope this makes our work easier."

"I doubt it. Most of the victims we've rescued so far have been too weak to climb aboard on their own. We cannot hope for much more when they've been struggling to stay afloat for so many hours."

"I know, I know, Captain! Except for the minimum necessary crew on lookout, I want you to assign all other crew members to search and rescue operations!"

"Again with that kind of order?! What if a sea dragon comes?!"

"If we see one, we're already done for. We're better off concentrating on the rescue mission than wasting resources on keeping a lookout."

"What about other monsters?!"

"There aren't any nearby. And there won't be any coming near the area so soon after a sea dragon's passed by."

After that statement, Arn went off to assist the rescue operations.

He did so only because that's what Leo would do. As Arn, he would've preferred to keep an eye on the situation from afar and give orders, but unfortunately, he was Leo now. Convincing himself he had no choice, he went to work.

The crew had just pulled a group of four or five survivors onboard. All of them were shivering with cold, so Arn helped cover them with thick blankets readied for that purpose.

"You did well. You're safe now."

"Thank you... Thank you..."

The victims' tears of gratitude clearly showed him the degree of fear and suffering they'd experienced. As he continued to help out, Arn received new information.

"There's a group of survivors off the port side! About fifty of them!"

"Fifty?! We don't have room for that many!"

They'd already rescued about a dozen people. The ship wouldn't hold another fifty. A regular crew didn't even amount to a hundred members. In terms of space, there just wasn't enough for so many rescued victims.

Something had to be sacrificed, so Arn was forced to make his next decision.

"How would you like to proceed? There are more survivors than anticipated."

"I guess it's not a complete surprise. They had three ships compared to our one. This was bound to happen if there were a lot of lucky ones."

"So then have you also devised a strategy?"

Arn answered the knight's expectations with a bitter look. This was the last decision he wanted to make, but it had to be done.

"Except for the food supplies in the stockroom, throw everything else overboard."

"...Including the gifts for Rondine?"

"Everything."

The knight was left stunned.

This was Leo's ship, and the gifts on board were all much greater in value than those on "Arn's" ship. Included were the latest innovations in weaponry as well as precious gold and silver treasure, all destined to be presented to Rondine. Arn had just made the decision to throw that wealth of riches, an amount sufficient to provide a man an entire life of luxury, into the ocean.

"Are you absolutely sure, Your Highness?"

"I'm not sure about anything anymore. We can't go to Rondine with that many survivors on board. Our food and water supply won't last. That means we'll have to make a stop in Albatro for additional supplies, and at that point, we'll already be way behind schedule. On top of that, there's a sea dragon lurking in the area. Who knows when we'll actually make it to Rondine now. Anyhow, I decided that we would help the survivors, and now it's up to me to protect Leo's reputation. So that's what we're going to do, no matter what sacrifice it takes. This is nonnegotiable. You can't put a price on saving lives. We're not going to let a single survivor of that shipwreck die. Understood?"

"Y-yes, Your Highness."

The knight was so overwhelmed by the determination he saw in Arn's eyes that he momentarily faltered. Despite his surprise, another memory of Arn immediately came to mind. It was of the day he had removed his wristband for Elna's sake.

Elna had been assigned to accompany Arn during his participation in the Knight's Festival of the Hunt, and allowing him to be disqualified was unthinkable to her. Therefore, Arn had taken the initiative and disqualified himself before she could do anything about it, freeing Elna to go on without him. It had been a brilliant and commendable decision that most people would have never imagined being made by the one they called the Insipid Prince.

And once again, Arn was playing the part of Leo almost more perfectly than Leo could've done himself, and his orders were spot on.

"There's truly more to you than meets the eye."

"Did you say something?"

"Nothing of importance. I will see to it that everything except the food is disposed of."

"Thanks. ...Everyone, continue with the rescue! Save everyone who can be saved! I will take full responsibility!"

As he shouted out his orders, Arn looked at the approaching group of survivors. There were some sick and injured aboard a small boat, and Eva was among them. Julio was also swimming nearby.

"The princess and prince are alive. This gives us more fodder for negotiating with the grand duke."

While considering that thought, Arn threw a rope ladder down to Julio and his group. However, Julio made no attempt to grab onto it.

"Prince Julio! Hurry and climb up!"

"Take those who are injured first!"

Julio shouted back, gesturing to the people aboard the boat. Rescuing those who were unable to climb up on their own would take a lot of time, which would in turn delay the rescue of Julio and the other swimmers. Despite that, Julio and the others in the water wanted the sick and injured to be given priority.

"All right! Hang on!"

Rescuing the people in the boat proceeded at a breakneck pace as crew members descended to it, scooped up victims, and carried them back up to the ship.

All the while, survivors from other places were being rescued as well. Once Eva and all the other sick or injured victims were taken in, Arn cast a free rope to Julio.

Julio grabbed onto it, but the moment he did, his body went limp with relief. He had entirely exhausted all of his strength.

"Prince Julio?!"

Arn saw the unconscious prince start to sink and instantly leapt to action. Just like when he had rescued Finne, pure instinct took over before a conscious decision could be made. He jumped into the ocean, heedless of the sea dragon threat, and managed to pull Julio back to the surface. This threw the crew members from the empire into a flurry of shock and commotion.

"Prince Leo!"

"He just dove into the water!"

Although some of the crew had braved the climb down to the small boat and back, no one dared leap into the ocean. Even without the danger of sea dragons and monsters, it would've still been too frightening.

And yet the prince, whose safety was absolutely imperative, jumped right in. After seeing that, Adrasian crew members worked up the courage to jump in after him and expand their rescue efforts.

"Toss me the rope!"

"Right here!"

The one who threw over the rope was the middle-aged knight.

Arn tied the rope around Julio, who was still unconscious, and had him hauled aboard the ship. He then began climbing a nearby rope ladder himself. When he was nearly at the top, a hand reached out to help him. He gratefully grabbed it and was met by the exasperated gaze of the same knight.

"Thanks."

"No problem. I'm getting used to dragging you out of danger sopping wet."

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"You wouldn't remember. You were unconscious last time."

"Last time? What are you talking about?"

"When you nearly drowned in the bathtub at the supreme archduke's home, I was the one who pulled you out of the water. I was employed by the Amsbergs even back then."

"...Are you for real?"

"Absolutely. I joined the imperial guard at the same time as Commander Elna. Although I never imagined I would still be dragging you out of the water as an imperial knight."

"Stop making it sound like I did something wrong. That first time I was drowning, and this second time I was saving someone's life. I hardly think I've been that much of a burden."

"Of course not, Your Highness."

Arn saw the knight grimace and sighed. Learning he was affiliated with the Amsbergs was enough to make Arn think twice about thanking him for his past efforts. Then, after a moment or two of consideration, he realized something.

"By the way, I never got your name."

"I'm Marc Tiber, second-in-command of the third regiment of the imperial guard. It is an honor to officially make your acquaintance."

"That's nice. I for one hope our acquaintanceship doesn't last too long, Marc."

"One can only hope, Your Highness."

Both men knew, of course, that that was wishful thinking. It didn't seem likely that the present situation would resolve itself anytime soon.

After that, Arn continued to halt the ship for every sighting of a survivor in the water, leaving not a single man or woman behind. They rescued over eighty people, then set sail for Albatro's largest port city and capital on his command.
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While Arn was playing the part of Leo, Leo was making his own attempt at being Arn.

"Prince Arnold. The captain is asking if you are certain we don't need to be searching for Prince Leonard's ship."

"Again? This is Leo we're talking about. He can manage. Keep to our original course. Also, I'm really not feeling well. Stop asking me random questions. It's annoying me."

"Y-yes, Your Highness. Understood."

After dismissing the knight from his room, Leo let out a long, deep sigh.

There was someone else in the room ready to critique him.

"I'd give that fifty points of a hundred. Arn would've said to let the captain decide for himself."

"This is so hard..."

Leo grumbled as he looked over at Elna. Unlike Arn's ship, which had been completely swept up by the storm, Leo's ship had managed to escape before being dragged off course.

Even so, the great amount of turbulence had kept Elna in a constant state of panic. She hadn't even noticed that Leo and Arn had switched places until the seas calmed down again. But once she did realize, she became a useful adviser. The fact that Arn's barrier was still isolating her from much of the wave motion was a big help.

"Whatever happens, we have to get through this without you being found out. It's going to be a huge scandal if you're exposed."

"Yeah. I've just got to keep it together... I wonder if Arn's doing okay."

"He'll be just fine. He's very quick-witted in situations like this, and Marc's with him. Our biggest problem is you."

"I know. I'm so bad at acting."

"Fortunately, there aren't too many people on board who are familiar with Arn. You should be okay as long as you don't do anything too obviously unlike him."

"What would I have to do to act unlike him? And Elna, I know you're wearing tights, but I'm not sure you should be sitting like that in front of me."

Leo cautioned Elna, who had her legs propped on the bed. From where he was seated, he could see straight up her skirt. Her tights hid her underwear from view, so it didn't seem to bother her, but still.

"That's exactly what I'm talking about. Arn would never say something like that to me."

"But you're being too careless about how you're sitting. You really should stop."

"Okay, okay, I get the picture. But Arn really wouldn't ever say things like that. People are going to notice something's not right if you let your guard down around me."

"Okay, but...what would Arn say, then?"

"Hm, let me think... He'd say something funny to get a reaction out of me, like, 'You forgot to wear tights today,' or, 'You went with white today, huh?' Something like that. Then he'd just laugh."

"I can't say things like that." Leo looked away in embarrassment. Apparently even the thought of it was too much for him.

Elna realized this was a serious problem. Arn was used to joking around; Leo wasn't. And the definitive difference was their degree of familiarity when interacting with women. Arn could adjust his behavior depending on who he was around, but Leo perpetually kept himself at a distance and behaved with respect and decorum. That was a big obstacle when trying to act like Arn.

"It's easy enough for Arn to act like you, but it seems the reverse is much more difficult. How can two princes grow up to be so completely different?"

"My brother's always been so carefree, and he was constantly leaving the castle to go out and have fun. There was one period where he was going outside every day, all day, and he would come home crying each time, for some reason."

"I-I was just trying to help him not get beat up all the time!"

"I know that. You've always been looking out for him."

"But I'm nothing but a nuisance, according to him."

Elna sighed. She had recently grown frustrated with how little she seemed to be accomplishing with her efforts.

When Arn and her had finally been reunited after all those years, she'd tried to help boost his reputation through the Knight's Festival of the Hunt, but he'd disqualified himself. Out on the streets, word was that he'd squandered Elna's military prowess and gotten disqualified out of carelessness. It had had precisely the opposite effect she'd been hoping for.

This trip was no different. She'd come along with the envoy hoping to be of some help, but in the end, she'd been no help at all. Even in the middle of this crisis, she was sitting below deck, failing again. At this point, she'd have no argument if someone were to claim she was only dragging everyone down.

Arn was working hard to get Leo on the throne. That was a good thing, Elna though. But she also wished that Arn would get the same acknowledgment and respect that Leo did.

That deviated from what Arn wanted, creating the gap that was derailing her efforts. Elna understood that. Even so, she hated seeing Arn with a reputation he didn't deserve.

Although recently, she'd begun to think that maybe that was just selfishness on her part.

Arn wasn't concerned about his own reputation. In fact, he seemed to deliberately try to make it worse in order to make Leo look even better. From his standpoint, Elna's attempts at helping him were only getting in the way.

That was what she meant by calling herself a nuisance, but Leo just laughed.

"Well, I can see that."

"Hey..."

"But I don't think he does see you as a nuisance. Ever since you showed up, he's seemed happier and more at ease. I bet he's secretly glad he can rely on you."

"Really?"

"I guarantee it."

"But..."

"But what?"

"...He employed that new adventurer, didn't he? When he could have just asked me."

Elna finally answered with a pout. She had hesitated to bring her complaint up but decided this was as good an opportunity as any. Leo immediately realized she was referring to Lynphia and responded with a smile.

"She's agreed to work with us in return for us helping her village. Arn didn't hire her because she sold him on her merits."

"I know that...but couldn't he have at least discussed it with me first? I was ready to do everything I could to help."

As a member of the supreme archduke's household, Elna could not directly get involved in political disputes. That had been a source of frustration to her. Therefore, guarding Finne had been a rare chance for her to be of assistance to Leo and Arn. If Finne were in danger, that was a good enough excuse to give the emperor for her involvement. It also would have let her explain away any attacks she made in retaliation.

Or so Elna had thought, until Arn ended up being the one in danger and got saved by that adventurer. Then Elna's role as Finne's bodyguard had been taken away and handed to her.

Elna was not amused by this. Even if it had been done in consideration of her going somewhere else on a mission, she still didn't like it.

"Are you sulking?"

"No, I am not sulking! I'm mad!"

"Oh. But you know, don't you think Arn might've assumed you'd come with him? If you think of it that way, it makes sense he would hire Lynphia, right? Since Finne would be in danger. Of course, he did leave Sebas behind too, just in case."

"Why do you always try to interpret things in such a positive light? I know exactly what Arn was thinking. He thought a smart, independently employed adventurer would be a better bodyguard than someone like me, who's impulsive and has official constraints. He told me all about her, you know. About how smart she is."

Leo nearly responded by arguing that Elna was smart too, before changing his mind.

She was extremely brilliant when it came to memorizing knowledge. Ever since she was a kid, she'd been a head above all her peers. But Elna was talking about a different kind of smart. It was the ability to read and deceive one's opponents, the kind of smarts necessary in political conflicts. And Elna knew that she was lacking in that area. She didn't have the natural inclination for such things, nor the motivation to learn them.

If someone in the archduke's household learned those skills, it would threaten the privileges held by the imperial family and powerful nobles. It was the Amsbergs' duty to fight. That was her household's basic stance. And since the proper use of their power was directed outward, not inward, there wasn't much opportunity to make use of it amid the secret feud going on within the capital.

"You have your own positive qualities. There are some things that only you can do. Why not use those qualities to help Arn? Doesn't that make sense?"

"Yes, it makes sense, but I just can't convince myself... It was supposed to be me who protected Finne."

"You're just a sore loser, like you've always been. You were never one to back down from a competition. But I doubt Lynphia is interested in competing with you, and the two of you have completely different roles. We're outnumbered, and we don't have many allies. On top of that, we have a lot of easy targets. I can defend myself, but Finne and Arn can't. We need to have more than one person around who can provide protection. I think that was why Arn made the decision he did, and I also think he'll come to you for help when you're available."

"You really think so? I feel like he'll just keep treating me like I'm in the way."

"He will not. You're so stubborn. Anyway, right now, you're the only one I have to rely on. Stop sulking and give me advice. What should I do when I meet with the grand duke of Rondine?"

"Ugh... All right. Arn has a basic understanding of proper etiquette, so you can just act normally. Just don't say anything too over the top. And don't compliment him. Seriously, stick to the bare minimum, okay?"

"Sure, got it."

Their ship continued on its journey toward Rondine with Leo and Elna none the wiser about the disaster Arn was involved in at that very moment.
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"Your Highness. There are too many victims in critical condition. I'm not sure how much more I can do under these circumstances."

Such was the report given by the ship's elderly medic. We'd managed to make it within sight of Albatro, but there were many shipwreck survivors in very bad shape after being adrift in the ocean for so long. And some of them had been injured, which made struggling to stay afloat even more disastrous for their condition. I had some healing magic to offer as well, but only for external wounds. I couldn't deal with illness or internal injuries.

"I understand. Just do what you can."

"Of course, I will treat everyone to the best of my ability...but I can make no guarantees."

"Understood. Thank you for all your help."

"Not at all. You were of much greater service than I, Your Highness."

I waited until the doctor had left the room before loudly clicking my tongue in frustration. Marc heard it and grimly smiled.

"There isn't anything more to be done. All we can do is trust the doctor to do the best he can."

"That's not good enough. I said I wouldn't allow a single person we rescued to die."

"Yes...but there are limits to what we can accomplish. It isn't possible to save everyone and everything."

"Not if we give up, no. But as long as we refuse to give up, there's still hope. Most problems in this world have some kind of a positive solution. We're talking about just a few lives among the scope of the entire human population. The world wouldn't make any sense if those few lives were created and yet couldn't be saved. We already paid enough of a price for them, anyway."

All of the treasures we'd thrown overboard immediately came to mind. What a shame. We could've done so much with those. It was such a colossal waste. I'd told Marc you couldn't put a price on saving lives, but the truth was we had paid a significant price, and it was impossible not to mourn that loss.

Were the lives of the people we saved worth it? No way. Deep down, I was certain of that. Saving them would bring no benefit to the empire. Things that were of no benefit to the empire would merit no praise and were therefore worthless to Leo. And yet, we had saved them anyway. I'd saved them while being fully aware of the cost. I'd bought their lives with a great amount of treasure. That meant their lives belonged to me. And I wasn't about to let them be stolen away.

"We should be almost there. Let's go up on deck."

"Yes, I imagine their defensive line will spot us any time now."

The moment Marc said that, we heard a loud voice. It was accompanied by the characteristic background noises associated with amplification.

"This message is for the approaching Adrasia ship. State your purpose for entering our territory. We have received no notification from your government. Once again, I repeat. State your purpose for approaching. We have not been notified of your arrival."

The message was coming from a warship guarding the shore.

They'd come in search of answers after spotting an unidentified imperial vessel.

The fact that they didn't immediately fire on us spoke highly of Albatro's navy. We were lucky they'd been properly educated.

When I reached the main deck, I picked up the voice amplification receiver.

"This is Leonard Lakes Aadler, Eighth Imperial Prince of Adrasia. During our passage to the Grand Duchy of Rondine, we came upon several of your ships that had met with misfortune at sea, and we rescued approximately eighty survivors. Your princess and prince are among them. We request permission to enter the harbor."

The Albatro warship had approached close enough that we were just barely within range of their magical cannons, and when they heard my response, a visible commotion broke out among their crew. They were aware their three dispatched warships had not returned, and that Eva and Julio had been aboard them.

Meanwhile, we continued on course for the harbor. The closer we could get to it, the sooner we could transport the survivors ashore to receive specialized care.

"We understand your purpose. For the sake of security, we would like confirmation that there are shipwrecked Albatro citizens aboard your ship. Please drop anchor."

"Roger that. However, many of the victims are in critical condition. They require urgent medical care. We request that those in need be transferred to your ship and brought into the harbor immediately."

"I wish we could grant your request, but regulations state that no one aboard your ship may enter the harbor. Please wait for the grand duke's decision."

How could they sit there and waste time like that?!

I found myself glaring at the approaching ship. This was no time to be worrying about possible spies. We had Julio and Eva aboard. That was pretty clear proof that the other survivors had been crew members of their ship, wasn't it?!

"How are the princess and prince doing?"

"They still have not regained consciousness."

"Damn it!"

If at least one of them had been conscious, they could have arbitrarily given us permission to enter the harbor. But with both of them unconscious, we had no options.

Were we really just going to sit here and wait until we got permission? How long would it take to travel back and forth between the harbor and the castle? How long would it take for the grand duke to make his decision? Would the victims get the care they needed in time after that finally happened?

We were in a race against the clock, and yet silly procedures stood in our way.

"We've done our duty carrying the survivors this far. They're Albatro's responsibility now. There's nothing more we can do about it."

"They didn't just become their responsibility! Everything has been their responsibility all along! But now that we're involved, we're going to see this through to the end!"

After asserting my intentions to Marc, I tightly gripped the voice amplification receiver. If we continued sailing without permission, Albatro's warship would have to attack us. Our only option was to get them to make the first move.

"Please, just hear us out. Some of the victims are dying. They survived a hellish night of being adrift in the ocean. You are the only ones who can save their lives. Please take them ashore without making us wait for permission to enter."

"We are grateful beyond words for your fervent consideration of our citizens. However, regulations are regulations. The grand duke must give permission before anyone on board an unauthorized foreign ship can be allowed to enter the harbor. Even members of the royal family."

"Who is the captain of your ship?"

"That would be me, Your Highness."

"...Captain. I made tremendous sacrifices in order to save your citizens. I also endangered my crew and myself, and we are still in danger at this very moment. I did this for one reason, and one reason only. I didn't want them to die. As someone who spends their life on the ocean, surely you must understand how treacherous it is to be shipwrecked and adrift on the open sea. I beg you to reconsider."

There was a short pause before the captain responded to my plea.

"...Your Highness. Aboard the three ships we dispatched were two of my own sons. I pray with all my heart that they are still alive. But I am a naval officer. I cannot go against regulations no matter what the circumstances. Please understand."

"You're being irrational!"

"Your Highness. You've done enough. We can't—"

At that point, I hurled the receiver away in a rage.

Marc was about to admonish me for my reaction when the ship's doctor let out a frantic shout.

"Your Highness! It's an emergency!"

Someone had taken a serious turn for the worse. The instant I grasped the situation, I made a decision.

"Captain! Enter the harbor!"

"Y-Your Highness?!  Are you out of your mind?! We haven't been given permission!"

"I know, but we need to get these people onto land and receiving specialized care."

"P-please wait! The grand duke will not be pleased! There are regulations! We are in their territory now. There are rules to be followed!"

"People will die if you do not follow my orders."

"But not the princess or prince! Only crew members who are of no political value! You want me to ignore Albatro's warnings and enter without permission for their sakes?! Albatro would have the right to open fire on us and sink our ship!"

"They won't attack as long as we have their prince and princess aboard. We are going to do everything in our power to save the lives of the people in our care. My order stands. Enter the harbor."

All of the crew fell silent after I repeated my command. Marc, however, leaned over and cautioned me in a whisper.

"You're pushing it too far now! Prince Leonard wouldn't be this insistent! In fact, he is incapable of such aggressive behavior!"

"Yes, I'm sure you're right. Your point is?"

"My point?"

"This is a good opportunity. As long as I'm acting as Leo, I'm going to give all of these people a favorable impression of him. They're going to come away knowing that once Leonard Lakes Aadler makes up his mind, nothing can stop him. That he's not just some do-gooding pushover. Even if he isn't actually capable of it, having that reputation will change the way people see him."

"But if you do that, Prince Leonard will be under pressure to make even more difficult calls in the future!"

"That's not a problem. He's my younger brother. There's nothing I can do that he can't."

I definitively stated my position to Marc then stared at him, daring him to respond. When he didn't, I brushed past him to confront the ship's captain.

The captain looked deeply troubled.

"I just want to be sure you understand one thing, Your Highness. You are correct that we will probably not be fired upon. But once we enter harbor, there will be no turning back. We will have no way to escape."

"I understand that."

"You will be the one in the worst position! If we enter without permission, you could be imprisoned for doing so illegally! What we ought to be doing right now is remaining at sea, stocking up on food and water supplies, and then continuing on to Rondine! There's no need for you to put yourself in danger for the sake of a few random people's lives!"

"Each of those random people is someone important and beloved to their families. Besides, when we saved them, I decided that I wouldn't abandon them. And if we did abandon them now, it would make all the danger we've been through meaningless."

"...You're involved in the conflict for the emperor's throne, correct? If this turns political, your chances will start to fall."

"I'll think about that when the time comes. Just consider heeding my order, Captain. This is your ship. All of the crew are putting their lives in your hands. Don't make me disrespect you by grabbing the wheel from your hands and steering the ship myself."

The captain spent a moment deep in thought, then gave a faint chuckle and smiled at me with relief.

"I always thought you were a pushover of a prince. Looks like I was wrong. I think I'm starting to like you. ...Attention, everyone! Prepare to enter the harbor! We're going in!"

The crew members all acknowledged the captain's decision. They raised the sails, and we started to proceed forward. Almost immediately, the Albatro ship hailed us again.

"Wait, Your Highness! What are you doing?!"

"We are entering your harbor. We can't afford to waste another minute."

"I cannot allow you to proceed! If you illegally enter the harbor, I will be forced to open fire on your ship, regardless of whether the princess and prince are aboard!"

Soon the Albatro warship was sailing alongside with their magical cannons trained on us. At the same time, sirens began to wail all around the harbor. I assumed they were signaling a state of emergency.

One after another, more warships began heading our way.

The captain then shouted to me from behind the wheel.

"Your Highness! I have an idea!"

"What is it?"

"We could raise the white flag."

The crew all looked shocked to hear that. However, the idea appeared to amuse the captain.

I, too, broke into a wry smile. It was certainly a surprising suggestion to come from a naval officer.

"I assume you know that the imperial navy has never before raised the white flag of surrender?"

"Of course. Quite the auspicious occasion."

"It's true they probably won't shoot at us if we raise the white flag, but is that really necessary?"

"Among that many ships, there will be at least a captain or two who aren't so understanding. It would be a precaution for our own safety, as well as an excuse for them to refrain from attack. As a captain myself, I understand the difficulty of being put in such a position."

"I see. All right then, raise the white flag. I'll do what I can."

Apparently, that was enough to convince the crew, because a sailor immediately started hoisting away.

Albatro's sailors reacted with great surprise. Adrasia was a powerful empire, and here they were raising the white flag to a small duchy like Albatro. Even if it was just one ship, such an act was inconceivable.

I decided to add to the surprise and raised the amplifier volume to its maximum level so I could broadcast a message to the entire harbor.

"To all those in the harbor. This is Leonard Lakes Aadler, Eighth Imperial Prince of Adrasia. We have shipwreck survivors from Albatro aboard our ship. Some are in dire need of medical aid, so we are proceeding to enter the harbor illegally. We have no intention of attacking. We request the cooperation of any nearby doctors and would also appreciate the help of anyone who can provide warm drinks or food. These victims have been through hell and survived. Please extend to them your generosity and care. And, to all the captains of the surrounding navy vessels. The lives of your fellow citizens depend on your judgment. As captains of your elite royal navy, we trust that you will make wise decisions."

My announcement was followed by a flurry of activity within the harbor and along its shores. The ships attempting to block our way in backed down, and we slowly passed by them as we continued forward.

"All those injured are to be given priority transport! And hurry!"

On my order, crew members began transporting the injured victims ashore. There was already a crowd gathered on land to assist, which wasn't surprising, since members of their own families were likely among the survivors.

"Hurry! We need a place with medical equipment!"

"My clinic is available! Follow me!"

"Here are some warm drinks! We have food, too!"

A warm meal awaited every survivor once they were on shore. We had fed them, of course, but the comfort of eating freshly cooked food on solid ground warmed their spirits as well as their bellies.

Everyone cried tears of joy and relief as they ate.

"Well, that's one big problem solved...but now we're prisoners."

"Yep. We did surrender, after all."

Listening to the sound of galloping horses in the distance, I looked up at the sky.

An ambassador extraordinary being taken prisoner was an unprecedented occurrence. Whether it became a story of scandal or a tale of heroism would all depend on what I did next.

"Let's go. We need to speak with the grand duke about the sea dragon. I'm sure he's eager to speak with us as well."

And so, with Marc at my side, I set foot on the land of the Grand Duchy of Albatro.
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As Arn and Leo headed south, things were also heating up back in Adrasia.

"Take that! What the hell is going on?! You! Stupid! Bastard!"

"Ugh! Aaargh! Aaaah! Stop, please! P-please..."

Zandra finally tossed aside her whip, panting from exhaustion. The assassin she'd been whipping, partially for stress relief, had finally fallen unconscious.

"Good-for-nothing coward! God, this pisses me off! What in the world is going on?!"

Biting her nails, she paced back and forth across the room.

The middle-aged assassin who had attempted to abduct Arn was also present, observing Zandra. His name was Gunther, and he finally broke his silence.

"It's as if they're anticipating our every move."

"I know that! Try and figure out how! They don't have either Leonard or Arnold around! Their influence base has none of its leaders! Surely that naive little Blau Mowe can't be manipulating me?!"

"It seems they have a secret weapon. Someone anticipating our actions and leaking information to Gordon at the same time. I doubt Leonard's maid is capable of doing that, so I think it's safe to assume they've recruited someone new."

"Argh! This is so irritating! How can some brand-new faction of influence get on my nerves this badly?! They won't get away with this!"

For all her wishes of vengeance, Zandra didn't have many options. Whenever she launched attacks on Leonard's influence, Gordon attacked hers as well.

While attempting to draw Leonard's supporters over to her side, she had started losing her own, so she had had to go on the defensive instead. And when she did make occasional attacks on Leonard's influence, someone from Gordon's faction would appear and steal away her supporters again as if they'd been lying in wait.

At the current rate, Gordon would win everything. She needed to prevent that from happening.

"For the time being, let's stop going after Leonard's field of influence. We can get revenge on him for stealing the minister of engineering later."

"Ugh. Fine. Then bring me someone else to work out my frustration on instead! One wasn't enough!"

"Yes, Your Highness."

Whenever Zandra's emotions ran high, she could not rest until her excessive cruelty and aggression were released. Most assassins who failed in their missions were forced to face her for that purpose.

Even while he pondered who would be suitable for her today, Gunther knew that he could always end up being next.
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"Excellent work. It's incredible how you're able to glean their targets with such little information," Sebas praised Lynphia for her latest success.

Her presence had quickly become a great asset to Leo's influence. Leo's attendant, Marie, had her hands full with merely maintaining said influence, and it was Finne's job to deal with Zandra's attacks.

Marie was only a maid, after all, and there was a limited number of people she had any direct agency over. In that respect, Finne had more influence, and was therefore better suited to the task of dealing with Zandra. However, having the social means and possessing actual aptitude for it were different things. Lynphia was the one who had resolved that issue.

"It's the same as anticipating what monsters will do. In circumstances with limited options, they'll generally take the most advantageous one. So, while keeping that in mind, I also leaked the information to the other factions. Now that the Second Imperial Princess is on higher alert, I doubt she'll be making any more attempts on our supporters."

"That's so amazing, Lynphia!"

Lynphia felt slightly bewildered by Finne's unabashed praise.

Arn had asked Lynphia to act as Finne's bodyguard, and he'd also told Finne to do whatever Lynphia said. Therefore, she always heeded Lynphia's opinions.

Of course, it wasn't as if Arn had placed everything on Lynphia's shoulders. He'd given her their general strategy and direction, which she then considered while coming up with more detailed plans to be implement.

It wasn't necessarily a bad thing that Finne was so readily obedient, but to Lynphia, it was somewhat of a mystery.

"Is something the matter?"

"No... I was just curious why you trust me so much."

"That's easy. It's because I trust Master Arn. He understands my importance, and he wouldn't leave me in the care of anyone who was untrustworthy."

There was not a hint of ill will in Finne's cheerful smile. The simple reason for that, was the complete confidence she held in her own beliefs.

Finne understood her position very well. She knew that she was the daughter of Duke Kleinert, that she was the renowned Blau Mowe, and that those titles meant everything. She knew she wasn't there because of any personal qualities or skills. It was the very fact that she was "there" that was important to Arn and Leo. Other than that, no one expected much of her. That was all the more reason she would never be left in the company of someone not trustworthy. Finne had complete confidence in that, and that thought process was why she trusted Lynphia so fully.

"It's just... Are you sure it's not annoying to have the newcomer butting in all the time?"

To be honest, Lynphia had been prepared to encounter jealousy. While Finne was the daughter of a duke, Lynphia was from a family of refugees. Their difference in status couldn't be any further apart. She figured there would be no way Finne would simply obey whatever she said. But in reality, that wasn't what happened.

No matter how great her trust in Arn might have been, Finne's ability to simply do what someone else said was an unfathomable riddle.

At the very least, she was a far cry from the image of nobility that Lynphia had in her head.  

"Why would it be annoying? The only thing that matters to me is what best serves Master Arn and Master Leo. It makes no difference whether it's you who are of service or me, does it?"

"...I see. So, you don't place much priority on yourself."

"Astute observation. That is exactly the kind of person Lady Finne is. She always puts others first, and herself second." Sebas stepped in to comment.

Lynphia nodded with understanding. As well as being intrigued to learn there were nobles with such a personality, she also began to wonder why such a person would place themselves in the middle of a political dispute.

"Why are you involved in the conflict for the throne? Not to be rude, but it doesn't really seem like your area of expertise."

"O-oh... Yes...I suppose you're right. I feel the same way."

Finne hung her head. She seemed slightly shocked at having that expressed to her face.

Her reaction was so strong that Lynphia, in turn, started to panic.

"Oh, err... Did it upset you that I said that?"

"A bit, yes... I'm never able to be of much use to Master Arn or Master Leo. I wish there was at least something helpful I could do."

It didn't matter who was involved as long as things resulted in a favorable outcome for Arn.

That was how Finne felt, but that didn't mean she felt okay about personally being useless.

If she could be of use in some way other than with her status or title, then she desperately wanted to make that happen. That had been her wish all along. However, since she knew that she possessed no great knowledge or ability, she never took any overt action.

"Having you around is nothing short of a stroke of good fortune. I don't believe you need to worry about that."

"I hope you're right..." Finne answered with a forlorn look.

Despite being a woman herself, Lynphia thought she was incredibly beautiful. It wasn't simply a matter of having attractive features. One couldn't overlook how truly she desired to be of service to others, and how greatly that concerned her.

When Arn had set off on his voyage, he had asked one thing of Lynphia: look out for Finne.

Lynphia didn't know just how much meaning lay within those words, but she decided to interpret them with a little depth. He wanted her to help Finne accomplish something. That was the impression she got from him, so that was how she interpreted it.

"Okay then. Let's make you of service, Lady Finne."

"Huh? Is there something that I can do?"

"There's something that you and only you can do. You have tremendous popularity within the capital, and there are people who covet that popularity."

"Who?"

"The merchants. I think it would be a big boost to Leo's influence if we could create a strong connection with them by the time the princes get back," Lynphia suggested nonchalantly while glancing at Sebas. She knew he would say something if he had any complaints with the idea. But Sebas said nothing.

Lynphia then continued her explanation.

"I'm sure all the big merchants in the capital would love to ride the coattails of your popularity, but the other candidates for the throne have probably been reaching out to them already. So, I think we should go after a slightly different company, one that's currently fully motivated to break new ground in the capital."

"Is there such a company out there?"

"Yes. You might have heard of it. It's a large company called 'Demi-Humans Inc.'"

Sebas seemed impressed. "Very interesting. My opinion of you just rose even higher. Master Leonard and Master Arnold have also had their eye on Demi-Humans Inc. However, to date, they've never engaged with them. I assume you know the reason why?"

"Yes. It's because the head of the company is a vampire. And due to recent events, the citizens of the empire have a poor impression of vampires, so I can understand why they've been putting off reaching out to the company. But that's also the reason I know we can for sure make a connection with them. I think it's a good opportunity for us."

Finne nodded along while Lynphia explained. Meanwhile, she was also furiously thinking, about who that plan would make enemies of, about who would become their allies, and about what effect it would have in the capital. After considering everything, Finne came to a conclusion. "Let's meet with the vampire in charge of the company. I don't want to make any decisions until we have a better idea of their character."

"Very well. I think she will agree to meet with us if we send a messenger ahead. Do you mind if I ask you to make the arrangements, Sebas?"

"Not at all. I suspect we will have an answer within two or three days."

Finne faced south, in the direction she assumed Arn might be, and enthusiastically called out, "All right. Well, wish me luck Master Arn!"

Naturally, there was no way for her to know the trouble Arn was in at that very moment.
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We had been "invited" to the castle. Based on the polite wording, it was clear that the grand duke held no hostile feelings toward us. Of course, that was because Albatro knew full well that antagonizing us would mean opening themselves up to checkmate. If they caused an issue with the empire on top of the trouble with the sea dragon, it would be game over.

Given that, it would be best to courteously welcome us and persuade us to help them deal with the sea dragon. Due to their size, most dragons were treated as S-class monsters. If the Adventurers' Guild were dealing with one, they would either form a party of S- and AAA-class adventurers or give the request to an SS-class adventurer. If Albatro chose to let their military handle it, they would need plenty of soldiers and all the appropriate preparations. Suffice to say it would be nearly impossible for them to defeat the sea dragon on their own.

"Right this way."

"Thanks," I replied to our knight escort while stepping into the throne room.

The grand duke wasn't on his throne. He was kneeling at the edge of the red carpet with his head deeply bowed.

Surrounding him were several other individuals I assumed were his senior statesmen. They were also kneeling and bowing.

"Your Highness. It is an honor to make your acquaintance. I am Donato Di Albatro, grand duke of Albatro. I deeply apologize for involving you in everything that happened as a result of my country's negligence, and I give you my profound gratitude for saving the lives of so many of my people, including my own children. Thank you for all that you have done."

"We thank you, Prince Leonard!"

First the grand duke and then all of the statesmen expressed their gratitude. It was a rare and unusual sight to witness. Despite the great disparity in size and power of our two countries, he was a grand duke, and I a mere prince. In general, he ranked above me in status. It depended on the circumstances, but at most I might be his equal, never anything more.

It was beyond belief that he'd brought himself down to my level and bowed to me.

I froze at the sight, then glanced over and saw Marc was equally stunned. Although he managed to kneel, he looked bewildered as to what to do next. He was too consumed by his own uncertainty to give me advice.

Resigned to figuring it out on my own, I walked over to the grand duke, took his hands in mine, and urged him to his feet.

The grand duke was in his mid-forties and had Julio's looks with the same light brown hair and green eyes as both Julio and Eva. There was an air of kindness about him, but he looked a little on the thin side, and I had to wonder if he might be in poor health.

I knelt before him and spoke.

"Your Majesty. Allow me to formally introduce myself. I am Leonard Lakes Aadler, Eighth Imperial Prince of Adrasia. I deeply apologize for the trouble my delegation and I have caused you and your people. There is no need to thank me. I merely helped when I saw the victims of a shipwreck adrift at sea. I am sure you know how frightening the ocean can be, and your country would have done the same if it had been our empire's ship which capsized."

"B-but, Your Highness—"

"I also know that Albatro is a nation with a strong sense of moral obligation, and understand that you must feel indebted. Therefore, perhaps you would consider providing my ship with food and water supplies? And I would not begrudge a small amount of valuables, given that we jettisoned all of the gifts intended to for Rondine into the ocean."

"Wh-why, I had no idea you had made such a sacrifice! Of course, of course! We would be more than happy to fully compensate you for your losses!"

"Thank you. I have just one final request. I would like to speak with you about the trouble your country is facing. If left too long, it could have repercussions across the entire continent."

"...Very well. I suppose this involves you now, as well. You ought to be informed."

I gestured for the grand duke to take his seat. He nodded, ascended to the throne, and sat down before beginning his tale with a grave expression.

"As you may have noticed, our maritime territory is occupied by...a sea dragon."

"I had a hunch that might be the case. The storm a few days ago was highly unusual and unnatural, and the captain of my ship was of the opinion that it could be one of the sea dragons of sailors' tales."

"I see. The dragon's name is Leviatano. It had been asleep for over two hundred years."

"Two hundred years? That's quite the long dormant period for a dragon."

"It wasn't dormant. It was put to sleep using a tool of ancient magic."

The grand duke told a servant to fetch him something, and she brought over a broken cane. It was snapped into two pieces. There wasn't anything very unusual about its construction, but at its tip was a giant gemstone, most likely imbued with mana. Even in its current state, I could strongly sense the mana's presence. Assuming that was probably only half of its original strength, it must have once been an incredibly powerful magical tool.

"Two hundred years ago, the South was governed by one united power. But then, after the sea dragon Leviatano entered its active period and started wreaking havoc across the region, they had to fight it. In the end, although they managed to put it into a deep sleep using the magic tool, the royal family's strength waned, and the region fell into a period of civil wars. Our country, the Grand Duchy of Albatro, was founded by the household entrusted with guarding this cane. And the legend of Leviatano has also been passed down more carefully here than in Rondine."

"I see. So then, when the cane was broken, you immediately conducted an investigation?"

"Precisely. I truly am sorry for getting you involved. Your ship could have easily capsized in that storm. We should have contacted the Adventurers' Guild right away."

"What's done is done. Besides, you would have had to pay an exorbitant bounty to have the dragon killed, and news of it would have spread all across the continent. I cannot blame you for quietly conducting your own investigation when your country relies so heavily on maritime trade."

"I appreciate your understanding."

That was the end of the grand duke's explanation.

I understood the situation. Next, we needed a plan. What was the best course of action? Even if Albatro contacted the Adventurers' Guild and had them deal with the dragon, that didn't guarantee an immediate resolution. There were only a handful of adventurers on the entire continent who could fight a dragon.

I was one of them, of course, but it would look too strange for Silver, who basically never left the capital, to suddenly turn up in Albatro. I'd have to fabricate some sort of reason.

"What sort of measures are you considering to deal with this issue?"

"I think relying on the Adventurers' Guild is our only choice, even if they won't be able to respond right away."

"You may be right. I wish I could offer the assistance of my own empire. But to take on a dragon, and one in the ocean at that, won't be as easy as sending out a fleet of ships and hoping for the best. It's best to rely on professionals when it comes to slaying monsters. However, I do have one proposal."

"I would love to hear it. What do you propose?"

"I think you should form an alliance with Rondine to defeat the sea dragon. They are certain to realize this is no time for your two countries to be fighting once they learn of the situation."

"I had also considered that. But we've been at war with Rondine for decades. We just don't have the sort of diplomatic relationship that would allow for an alliance."

"That is why I called this a proposal. I offer to be the one to bring up the idea of the alliance. They won't be able to refuse point-blank if Adrasia's ambassador extraordinary is also involved."

My proposal flustered the grand duke, as it was such a hugely advantageous proposition for them. After a moment of thought, he replied rather conservatively, "This is a weighty matter. May I give you my answer after discussing this with my senior statesmen?"

"Of course. However, I would suggest you move as quickly as possible. Rondine does not know of the situation as of yet, but they likely are vaguely aware that your country is in a state of disturbance. They could decide to invade at any moment."

"Yes, that is true..."

Of course, I warned of invasion knowing it was unlikely to happen. Leo was in Rondine, even if he was pretending to be me. And Elna was there as well. They would manage to come up with some reason to persuade Rondine not to invade, since they'd assume I was in Albatro as long as I hadn't shown up yet.

That said, Albatro waiting a while to agree would actually be advantageous to me. I wanted some time to think, and I might even be able to work in a visit to the capital. The problem was, I would have to use transfer magic twice to get there and twice to return. I would need to be very careful about finding the perfect time to take my leave. With those thoughts whirling around in my head, I bowed and left the throne room.
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Demi-Humans Inc. was, as its name implied, a mercantile company operated by demi-humans.

All of its members were demi-humans. That unique point alone attracted attention, but the various types of demi-human employees also allowed the company to operate with much greater efficiency than other companies.

The stocking of goods was done by demi-humans with great strength, the transportation by those who were fast, and the harvesting of food products by those with a superior sense of smell.

There was a type of demi-human whose abilities vastly exceeded those of humans in every role. It was only natural that matching the right employee with the right job would produce greater results than a company of humans could achieve.

In that manner, the company had grown in size, and its influence gradually spread out from the eastern part of the continent to the point that they were opening a branch within the capital of Adrasia. The demi-human in charge of the entire company was a mysterious vampire who never showed her face in public.

That was Demi-Humans Inc., and their branch in the capital was where Lynphia and Finne were headed. They were going as a pair as per the company's request. Originally, the plan had been for Sebas to go, but on the supposition that a party of women would seem less of a threat, they ended up with Lynphia going along as Finne's only escort.

"The commotion in the East happened just as they finished the construction of their branch and were about to start operations in the capital, so they never actually opened the branch for business. They don't even have a sign up outside since their leader is a vampire and it was vampires that attacked the emperor. The people of the empire are now sensitive and wary of the association with demi-humans. I think it was a wise decision to hold back on the opening."

"You think so? If the company hasn't done anything wrong, then I don't think they should need to worry. It's not as if one of their own employees attacked the emperor."

"That would work if everyone else thought about it in the same way as you do, but unfortunately, the rest of the world isn't so rational and kind. Instead of seeing the attackers as individuals, there are lots of people out there who discriminate against all demi-humans."

Lynphia thought Finne's ability to be understanding was an impressive virtue. Finne had been a victim, not a bystander, to those same events, and yet she had no prejudice against vampires or other demi-humans.

That was proof that she didn't see people through the lens of status or race. She saw them as individuals, and therefore never fell victim to any stereotypes or conflicts based on someone's characteristics.

However, Lynphia also thought it was important for Finne to realize that that was uncommon. Since Finne didn't seem like she quite got it, Lynphia emphasized her point.

"Lady Finne, humans are creatures that sometimes possess different opinions and viewpoints. You understand that, right?"

"Yes, of course."

"Then you should also understand that your way of thinking sometimes isn't the way of the majority. I have no preconceived notions about demi-humans, but if I did, I might have taken your statement a minute ago as being defensive of them. That would be disadvantageous to you, and by association, our influence. If you care about Prince Arn and Prince Leo, you need to think carefully about if and when you express your personal opinions."

"O-oh. You're exactly right. I shouldn't have said that."

Watching Finne shrink with guilt almost made Lynphia feel as if she herself had done something wrong. Even so, she didn't try to soften the blow. Given that Arn, who'd agreed to help her village, had entrusted Finne into her care, she felt a responsibility for Finne.

As an adventurer, she had to work hard in order to deserve any given reward. At minimum, she had to protect Leo's influence and help Finne accomplish something. Otherwise, she couldn't claim to have earned her reward this time.

After all, Arn had already assigned Abel's party to guard her village for a hefty reward fee. It was a huge sum of money that would far overshadow even the best results she could achieve in return.

He was able to do so having amassed an enormous amount of wealth as Silver; an ordinary prince would've been hard-pressed to afford that amount. Lynphia knew she'd asked a lot of him, and that was what spurred her sense of responsibility.

"We're going to meet with the representative of a major company. She could easily trick us into something if we say anything careless. You have to stay alert and think before you speak."

"O-okay!" Finne answered with a look of renewed caution, and Lynphia nodded.

At the same moment, the carriage they were riding in came to a stop. They had reached Demi-Humans Inc.'s imperial capital branch.
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The branch, located in a prime district of the capital, was silent and still. It was obvious that hardly anyone was there.

Once they entered, a blonde-haired elf, probably the representative's secretary, led them inside.

No one spoke while they walked.

They traveled deep into the fairly large building, then stopped in front of a red door.

"Our representative is waiting for you through here. Go on in."

"Thank you."

The secretary opened the door. Finne and Lynphia walked inside, but they didn't see anyone in the room. By the time they realized it, the secretary had already left.

"Are we in the wrong room?"

"I don't think we would have been brought to the wrong place. It's a common business tactic to make people wait before a discussion. Let's have a seat."

Lynphia made an effort to act calm and encouraged Finne to sit on the sofa.

After hesitating a moment, Finne reached for the utensils on the table and started preparing tea.

"Would you like some, Lynphia?"

"I'm on bodyguard duty right now. I'll have some after we get back."

"Oh... Too bad. It's not much fun having tea all by myself," Finne said forlornly as she drank the tea she had made.

After that, they sat and waited patiently a while.

"Maybe we should get going soon."

"But the representative hasn't come yet."

"We've been waiting for over two hours. I think we can safely assume she's not interested in meeting with us."

"If that were so, she wouldn't have asked us to come. There must be a reason. Let's keep waiting."

"...Don't you find this rude?"

Even Lynphia, a commoner, felt a fair amount of anger at being kept waiting for two hours. Yet from Finne, she didn't sense any such emotions.

Finne was the daughter of a duke and had been given the title of Blau Mowe. There were very few people in the empire who wouldn't pay her a high degree of courtesy. She should have had at least some sense of pride, and the expectation that other people would treat her with respect.

And yet, there she was, quietly drinking tea as if nothing was wrong.

"Rude? But they're the ones who've agreed to meet with us. They have every right to expect us to wait for them."

"But—"

"If today isn't a good day, we can come back tomorrow. If tomorrow's not good, we'll come the day after. I want petition her with my time and sincerity. That's all I have to offer, after all," Finne explained with a sad smile. It was directed at her own powerlessness.

That's not true, Lynphia thought. Sacrificing oneself for others isn't something that just anyone can do.

Just as she was about to tell Finne that, the door to the room suddenly opened.

"Oh. I'm surprised you were still waiting."

The woman who addressed them had silver hair arranged in an extravagant updo more often seen on prostitutes and a suggestive dress wrapped around her voluptuous body, unabashedly exposing her pale white skin. Her purplish-red eyes stared at Finne with intrigue.

In contrast to her aura of mature grace and confidence, she had the youthful appearance of a teenager. With her silver hair, red eyes, and almost sickly pale white skin, she perfectly fulfilled all of the characteristics of a vampire.

On the woman's arrival, Finne immediately stood up and bowed her head. "Thank you for taking the time to meet with us. I am Finne Von Kleinert. May I assume you are the representative of Demi-Humans Inc.?"

"Yes, that's me. My name is Yulia. Feel free to address me however you like," Yulia responded and sat on the sofa facing Finne.

Her attitude made Lynphia frown.

"That's it? You're not going to apologize for making us wait all this time?"

"If you didn't want to wait, you could've left at any time. It's not as if we asked you to come."

"...Do you have no respect for your business partners?"

"Whether we're going to be partners or not is yet to be decided. We at Demi-Humans Inc. do need help if we're going to make it here in the capital, but that doesn't mean we're willing to partner with just anyone. I will not undersell my company."

At that point, Yulia put on a seductive smile and turned her gaze to Finne.

She recognized that Lynphia was only there as Finne's bodyguard and that it was Finne that she would be dealing with in an official capacity. That made Lynphia internally wince with displeasure. She had wanted to be the one to lead the conversation.

"Let me start off by saying a pleasure to meet you, Blau Mowe. Or should I refer to you by your title?"

"There's no need for that formality."

"I see. Then I shall call you Finne. I'm not that into 'Lord this' and 'Lady that,' so it's nice to be able to interact casually."

Yulia responded with a smile of genuine gratitude while reaching for the pot of tea Finne had prepared earlier.

"May I?"

"Of course."

"Thanks. I'm parched."

"Were you busy doing something before coming to meet us?"

"Not really. Just observing people."

Aha, thought Lynphia. Yulia had made them wait on purpose so that she could observe their behavior. Lynphia couldn't help but feel impressed. Yulia's thoughtfulness and thoroughness was clearly the reason she'd become the head of a large company.

Yulia wasn't just any average businesswoman. She was a battle-hardened business tycoon who'd probably been alive even longer than Finne and Lynphia's grandparents, and who had developed a small company of only demi-humans into a giant corporation. She was used to controlling every situation and even at that moment, she had things progressing entirely at her own pace. If they made a wrong move, they could end up trapped in some sort of outrageous contract.

As Lynphia was grasping the risky situation they were in, Yulia said something even more surprising.

"All four of the top candidates for the emperor's throne sent representatives to see me, hoping for our support. I could have met and spoken with all of them, but that would be a real headache, don't you think? So I had each of you wait at different places. I asked those representing Prince Erik and Prince Leonard to come here and the representatives of the other two candidates to visit another location. The second two soon got angry and left. I'd had a hunch that would happen, though, which is why I asked to meet them at that second location."

"I see. Does that mean we were the ones who passed the test, then?"

"Yes. After about two hours, Prince Erik's representative also left. I guess they decided we weren't the right fit. It was a sensible decision. They already have other large companies supporting them. They must've thought it wasn't worth it to waste that much time on us," Yulia finished explaining with a grin, then murmured her appreciation of the tea.

Lynphia, realizing that Yulia was even more of a shrewd businesswoman than she had imagined, started to feel slightly regretful. Demi-Humans Inc. was seeking help. They definitely needed Finne's popularity, and Lynphia had determined it wouldn't be difficult to obtain cooperation and support if they used Finne as negotiation material. But the representative sitting before them wasn't going to be an easy partner to deal with. That would be a heavy burden for Finne to carry. Lynphia cursed her own thoughtlessness, realizing she might have unwittingly brought Finne into a very tricky situation.

"Now then, let's talk business, shall we? You want allies in your fight for the throne. All of the other candidates have the backing of large companies, so you can't keep up in terms of funding. The question is, if we partner with you, what benefit will there be for us? Would you care to share?" Yulia got straight to the point. She obviously had the conversation fully in her grasp. Even the smile on her face was relaxed and confident.

There was no way earnest-and-eager Finne could compete with that. So, what did they do next? Lynphia had just started to think, when Finne straightaway played their strongest card.

"In return for partnering with us, you can have me. I will give you the right to use me and my name however you like."

Finne's utter lack of any negotiation struck Lynphia with exasperation and shock, but even more surprised was Yulia. However, she quickly regained her composure and boldly smiled.

"If you give me that right, I might have you do things no daughter of a duke ought to do."

"That's fine with me," Finne replied without hesitation.

It was Yulia's turn to feel intimidated by Finne's bright smile.
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Finne's smile was intimidating to Yulia because she knew the right to freely use Finne was worth well beyond what she could pay. She doubted there was a merchant anywhere who could provide something equal in value to Finne herself. And she couldn't figure out if Finne knew that or not.

To Yulia, seeing Finne grinning like that was a scary sight. If, somehow, she were to provide something of equal value, Finne couldn't later go back on her word. It was like seeing someone grinning from ear to ear in the middle of a trial, right before the verdict. It didn't seem like Finne was quite in her right mind. That's what intrigued Yulia.

"Do you understand what you're saying? If I present an offer equal to what you're asking, you'll have no say in whatever I do with you."

"I understand, and it doesn't matter to me. The only thing I want is to be helpful to Master Arn and Master Leo."

"So basically, you don't care about what happens to you as long as it's good for their influence? Is there some weakness of yours they are exploiting?"

Finne's abnormal degree of self-sacrifice made Yulia sense something was wrong.

She looked over at Finne's bodyguard, Lynphia, but Lynphia seemed surprised herself.

"No, there's no weakness. I just want to be helpful."

"Is it really worth what you're offering? Is Leonard Lakes Aadler a prince that worthy of supporting?"

"Yes, of course he is. I would see him become emperor even at the expense of my own life. I'll do anything and everything I can to make that happen. If you can offer something equal in value to me, I will gladly offer up myself to you. What do you say?"

"...That's impossible. I can't offer anything equal to you in value. You win. ...My, my. You don't even leave any room for bargaining, do you?"

And just like that, Yulia compromised. When it came to important negotiations regarding her company, she had never, ever retreated first. She had never capitulated over even a single cent. Yet, she sensed that she couldn't overpower Finne. A bluff wouldn't work against someone so honest and earnest. A fair fight was the only option. And if she couldn't win that way, then she had no choice but to admit defeat.

"Tell me what you want."

After looking into Finne's eyes and sensing that she was far from an ordinary noblewoman, Yulia decided to press the discussion forward. It was an important business discussion for her. If they could come to some sort of agreement, even a slightly disadvantageous one, that alone would make the meeting worth her time. She'd all but given up on her company's branch in the capital; the meeting's outcome could lead to its revival.

"Lynphia, I'd like you to discuss the details. Would you mind taking over from here?"

"Oh, right. What we need most is capital. Running for the throne requires considerable funding. We need as much as we can possibly get if we're going to steal our opponents' influential supporters. Can we count on your support financially?"

"You've got it. What else?"

"We want you to launch attacks on certain merchants and companies that have strong ties with the other candidates for the throne."

"You want us to beat them down from the business side of things? Sure, I'd love to. Is that all?"

"That's all for now."

"All right, then let me tell you what we need from you. We will accept all of your conditions. In exchange, we'd like you to let us use Finne Von Kleinert's name, and if possible, her face."

That request was exactly what Lynphia had expected. In fact, it was so close to her expectations that she was momentarily taken aback. Yulia's request was what every merchant within the capital wanted.

For instance, if a merchant were selling vegetables, being able to say that Finne recommended their vegetables would have products flying off the shelves. That's just how overwhelmingly popular Finne was within the capital.

The reason no one was currently using such tactics was because doing so without permission would invoke the wrath of the emperor.

But if one did have Finne's permission, they could use that influence. Add in the privilege to use images of her face or illusions of her created with magical tools and the effect would be even greater. From a merchant's point of view, Finne was worth more than a mine filled with silver and gold.

"Do you have any other requests?"

"No. I thought I might be able to wheedle some more favorable conditions out of you, but I changed my mind. Adrasia's emperor has a keen eye. You are a remarkable woman, Finne. You're pretty and also courageous. In fact, I wouldn't mind having you as my lover."

"I appreciate the offer, but I cannot accept. Tying myself to someone else like that would dilute my worth."

"Ooh, very interesting. So the conflict for the throne means that much to you, hm? I'm so curious what's got you so hooked."

Finne had trouble deciding how to answer Yulia's question, as she didn't know which answer would be most persuasive. So, she decided to share two.

"I am the daughter of a duke. That gives me enough status to intervene in the conflict over the throne. That's why I feel it is my duty to support an emperor that all of the empire's citizens can be proud of. On the other hand, ignoring my status, if I were to answer based on my personal feelings... Isn't it natural to want to support someone you love?"

That response was not what Yulia expected.

The first half of Finne's answer had been entirely unremarkable, but the second half had been most interesting. It was just the kind of answer Yulia liked best.

"Supporting someone because you love them, hm? How simple. If I recall, you're working with the two twin princes. Which of them do you love?"

"That's a secret," Finne answered with a wink and touched her finger to her nose. The sweet gesture made Yulia break into a smile. Such sweetness, when combined with her elegance, gave Finne an allure that made you inexplicably want to support her. That was why she was Blau Mowe.

Yulia knew then that the emperor singling her out hadn't been merely a stunt.

"I've met a lot of people in my life, Finne, and I can say without a doubt that you're very special. Take good care of yourself. You can't treat others with real kindness if you don't treat yourself with kindness first."

"...I'll remember that. Thank you," Finne replied with a bow of her head.

Yulia then turned and addressed Lynphia. "You need to support her, too. This kind of girl needs an entire village around her."

"You don't have to tell me that. I have a word of advice for you, too. Make sure to remember that, even if you're not part of that village, you're dealing with one of its members now."

"What are you trying to say?"

"I'm hoping that you'll refrain from any disloyal behavior, such as reaching out to the other candidates for the throne?"

"Yes, of course," Yulia solemnly nodded to Lynphia's warning.

As a businessperson, having connections with all of the candidates would normally be best, but the conflict around the emperor's throne was a unique case. All those who involved themselves with candidates that lost would face some degree of penalty. Once Yulia placed herself as an ally of Leo's faction, the other candidates would never let her forget it. Even if the winner continued to act cordially on the surface, once the battle for the throne was over, she would undoubtedly be expelled from the capital.

Given that fact, the best tactic would be to throw all her support into making sure Leo became the emperor.

"That's good to know. We will contact you if anything comes up. Until then, please refrain from reaching out to us."

"Sure thing. I think this will be a beneficial arrangement for both of us."

"I sure hope so. Farewell for now, Yulia."

"Farewell," Yulia answered back then watched as Lynphia and Finne left.

Once they were gone, she slowly looked down at her palms. They were sweaty. Finne's gaze had really intimidated her. What sort of man could put such an intense look into such a sweet and easygoing woman's eyes?

Suddenly filled with curiosity, Yulia stood up and addressed the secretary, who had been waiting nearby. "Hurry up and get ready for our opening. I want us to get results and prove ourselves to Leonard and his supporters as fast as possible. I also want to meet him in person, if I can, and see if he's the real deal with my own eyes."

Then she paused to wonder. If the man Finne had feelings for could satisfy her own interests... "It might be fun to try to steal him for myself," she muttered thoughtfully.

Yulia licked her lips and bared her pointed canines. The secretary watched her expression with a sigh, unimpressed by Yulia's bad habit. Yulia had an unquenchable thirst for anything of value, even if that thing was actually a person.

Praying that no complicated situations would arise from it, the elfin secretary wordlessly got to work.
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"Whew..."

Finally alone in Albatro's castle, I let out a big sigh.

What a turbulent situation things had turned into. Ever since I'd taken Leo's place, it had been one headache after another.

Honestly, I was tired. Forcing myself out of my comfort zone of mediocrity was exhausting for me.

"I wonder how Leo's getting on..."

I was sure he had plenty of worries of his own. I wanted to believe that he was managing a convincing act of being me since Elna was there to help. As long as I was pretending to be him, he had to do the same, or else everything would fall apart.

But I could easily imagine him struggling even more than I was. Leo was really bad at being lazy. Actually, he'd probably never even acted lazy once in his entire life, and it was hard to pretend at something you'd never experienced.

"I guess there's no point in worrying about it, though."

All I could do was trust that things were going well for him. There was something else more important I needed to think about.

The sea dragon, Leviatano.

It was definitely beyond S-class as a monster. At the moment, I could think of two efficient methods of slaying it.

I could either act as Silver, or I could have the emperor send someone as his proxy to give permission for Elna to use the holy sword. It had to be one of those two.

However, both of those options came with problems. With the former, Silver had no reason to come to the southern region. The Adventurers' Guild wouldn't have even received a request for the sea dragon yet. And as to the latter idea, having an emperor's proxy dispatched all the way to Albatro would take time.

Neither option was ideal.

"What should I do..."

As I was organizing my thoughts, someone knocked on the door. Despite being annoyed at the interruption to my alone time, I fixed my disheveled clothes and messy hair and called out in a crisp voice.

"Come in."

"It's Eva. I wanted to come say thank you."

Into the room came Eva, wearing a dress.

So, she had regained consciousness. I wished she would've woken up sooner, so that we could've avoided all those drastic measures. Not wanting even a speck of that emotion to show on my face, I put on what I hoped was a kind smile.

"I'm so glad to see that you are well, Princess Eva. Is it safe for you to be up and walking already?"

"Oh, yes... Um... Thank you so much, for saving me. Everyone was so grateful to you, and they were all talking about how kind and brave you are."

"I don't deserve such praise. It was the crew on my ship who put in the effort to rescue all the survivors. If anyone is deserving of praise, it is them."

"Well, allow me to thank you as Julio's sister, then. I heard that you were the first to jump into the ocean to save him. Most people wouldn't dive into the water knowing that a sea dragon might be there. It was a true act of heroism."

"I merely acted on instinct."

My reply made Eva gently smile. In contrast, my own mouth tensed into a grim line.

I had witnessed the exact scenario many times as an outside observer.

Whenever Leo did something impressive, noblewomen would fawn over him. Eva's reaction was strikingly similar. When all was said and done, she was smitten with heroic Leo, who'd fearlessly leapt into sea dragon-infested waters to save someone's life.

I wished she would stop staring at me with such adoration. I was Arn, after all. It was seriously awkward.

"S-so...speaking of Julio, how is he faring?"

"He woke up earlier today. He wanted to thank you, too. He said you were the ideal prince, and that he hoped he could become like you one day."

"O-oh..."

So Eva was smitten with me, and Julio thought I was his role model. Great. That would become a big problem when Leo and I switched back. What was I supposed to do? Should I do something to change their minds about me?

No, that wouldn't work. I couldn't do anything rash regarding the princess and prince of Albatro while I was in their country. Plus, there was a chance our ruse would be exposed if I acted out of character.

But at the same time, if I continued acting as Leo, Eva's feelings would intensify and she would eventually fall in love with me. I'd seen that happen time and time again. Eva's mind was completely entranced by the dashing prince of Adrasia.

I couldn't entirely blame her. Girls her age got crushes easily and were prone to fantasizing about romance. On top of that, Leonard Lakes Aadler had all the qualities to be the exact man of those girls' dreams. He was a prince, he was handsome, he was kind, and he could do everything.

I could give Leo a run for his money in the first three categories, but that last one was where we differed, clearly.

It was odd that I'd never been called handsome even though we looked exactly alike, though...

"Prince Leonard. Instead of standing at the door, do you mind if I come in?"

"Oh, uhhh..."

She was surprisingly aggressive, this Eva. Probably not my type, I thought. Due to the childhood trauma I experienced with Elna, I didn't like women who were too pushy or intense. That included Elna herself, of course. But in her case, I'd known her my whole life. It was one thing to fend off an enemy I was so familiar with. Some pushy girl I'd only just met was quite a different matter.

"Oh, am I disturbing you?"

"Er, no, it's just...I was in the middle of writing a report to send back to Adrasia. I felt it was urgent, but then again, your offer is so tempting."

"Oh my..." Eva blushed and covered her face with her hands.

Sheesh, what was I going to do with her?

I'd had plenty of dates and dalliances with women in my life, but never once had a woman been the one to make advances on me.

I didn't know the polite way to turn someone down, and while I was pretending to be Leo, I couldn't do anything to dampen his likability.

"I'm so sorry to have disturbed your work. I'll come another time. Would you like to have dinner together sometime?"

"If my schedule allows, I would love to," I answered as benignly as possible and smiled. Then, the moment Eva was gone, I quickly shut the door.

"Oh god, oh god... This is really bad."

How was I going to explain this to Leo? Sorry, I made the princess fall in love with you?

No, no, no. That wouldn't work.

I had to somehow break her growing admiration-slash-infatuation. At the present, she was merely wowed by the thought of a heroic prince saving her brother. As long as I didn't make any wrong moves, her feelings would die down eventually.

"Calm down, Arn. It's okay, Arn. You've solved much bigger problems than this before. You can do it."

As I gave myself that pep talk, I sat back down at my desk. Whatever else was going on, I was Leo at the moment, and I had to write a letter of report to the empire.

But what, exactly, was I going to report? Did I openly report that Leo and I had traded places? No. If I did that, the higher-ups in the empire would find out that I was capable enough to pull off pretending to be Leo when I wanted to. That wouldn't be good. It would actually be very, very bad. I needed everyone to think I was incompetent for a while longer.

I decided I had to write the report as if I were Leo.

"Now, what would Leo say..."

Things would have changed by the time the letter had arrived there anyway, so I assumed I should probably explain the current situation along with my predictions for the future.

The sea dragon's appearance came with a high probability of harm coming to the empire. Perhaps as ambassador extraordinary I ought to ask Father for permission to use the holy sword. That would at least help maintain a favorable relationship with the Albatro. Although, in a worst-case scenario, by the time my report finally reached the empire, there could already be one fewer country remaining in the southern region.

"If only they'd just put in a request to the Adventurers' Guild already... But I guess that's wishful thinking, huh?"

The Grand Duchy of Albatro had a highly developed maritime trade industry and a powerful navy, but putting their resources into the sea meant that their army was that much weaker. The Grand Duchy of Rondine, meanwhile, was the opposite. They had a powerful army but only a passable navy.

Therefore, whenever Rondine attacked Albatro, they did so by land. In contrast to the militant and aggressive Rondine, Albatro had always dealt with attacks by hiring soldiers and equipment from ally nations. That meant that Albatro wasn't all that wealthy, despite appearing to have plenty of resources and money.

Of course, they weren't exactly a poor nation, either. But if they were to request a sea dragon elimination from the Adventurers' Guild, it would create issues the next time they needed to acquire soldiers and supplies.

That was why they weren't likely to reach out to the Adventurers' Guild anytime soon.

The only way to fix that situation was to do something about Rondine.

Albatro was currently under fire from both sides, the dragon and Rondine. If Rondine was taken out of the picture, then they could concentrate on the dragon.

"I guess the first thing to do is work on Rondine, then."

My plan of action was decided.

I began writing up my report to the empire, including predictions of future developments.
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"Arnold Lakes Aadler, Seventh Imperial Prince of Adrasia. It is an honor and privilege to make your acquaintance."

"Well, well, Prince Arnold! I'm glad that you made it. I heard that your brother was caught up in a storm. We are all praying for his safety."

"Thank you, Your Majesty," Leonard, acting as Arnold, returned the grand duke of Rondine's greeting.

The grand duke was a plump man in his late forties with an ample beard and mustache.

His name was Carlo Di Rondine, and he had created the opportunity that brought Arn and his brother to Rondine. Following in his father's footsteps, he continued conducting the long-standing war against Albatro. Upon seeing that Albatro was leaning on the cooperation of other countries, he had sent an ambassador of goodwill to Adrasia hoping to earn their support.

"Let us get straight down to business, Prince Arnold. So long as your brother is absent, may I presume that makes you the head of the ambassadorial delegation?"

"Yes, that is correct," Leo responded directly to the question asked, doing his best not to volunteer unnecessary information. Elna, who was currently kneeling behind him, had lectured him over and over again on that point. Unfortunately, that strategy alone wouldn't be enough to survive the conversation.

The grand duke leaned forward eagerly and asked, "In that case, what is your emperor's answer to our inquiry?"

Rondine had sought a full show of support from the empire for their conflict against Albatro.

The emperor's reply to that request was no. However, among the treasures that Rondine was meant to receive had been several weapons and blueprints. While the official answer was no, the emperor didn't want to sever the empire's relationship with Rondine. That was the intention behind including such gifts. Unfortunately, most of those weapons had been stored on Arn's current ship and were at the bottom of the ocean.

Leo was at a loss for how to answer, so he fell back on the answer he and Elna had decided upon for whenever he got stuck. "I would like to have my knight of the Imperial Guard respond on that subject. Elna?"

"Yes, Your Highness. ...Your Majesty. I am Elna Von Amsberg, Commander of the Third Regiment of the Knights of the Imperial Guard."

"A-Amsberg...? So, you're the famed Amsberg prodigy. I must admit, I'm a bit surprised. I'd been informed that an imperial knight would be accompanying your delegation, but I didn't realize..."

"You weren't expecting a wielder of the holy sword?"

The grand duke nodded several times.

Elna responded with faint laughter, easing the tension in the conversation. Speaking purely in terms of outward appearance, she was a pretty young woman, and her smile brightened the mood.

 "Do not fret, Your Majesty. I cannot use the holy sword outside of the empire."

"O-oh, no. I didn't mean to imply that you would. I'm sorry if I offended you."

"Not at all. I understand the significance of my family's name and the impression it makes. And that is also the emperor's answer."

"What...what do you mean? Explain more clearly," the grand duke requested, looking confused.

Elna attempted to answer him. "Adrasia is a military superpower. The empire getting involved means mobilizing imperial knights, like myself, and elite generals. Frankly, it would be a simple matter for the empire to destroy Rondine or Albatro."

"Ah, hmph, yes. I understand that."

"That is most astute of you, Your Majesty. However, Adrasia also has rivals. Let's assume that the empire officially sends troops to support your country. Once that happens, our rivals will gladly lend their own assistance to Albatro. That can only lead to the exhaustion of both Rondine and Albatro, and the devastation of the entire southern region."

"Th-that would be awful."

"Regretfully, that is Adrasia's answer, Your Majesty. Our empire is too powerful. If we become involved, so will other countries. Therefore, we cannot comply with your request for aid, especially if Rondine currently has the upper hand in the conflict."

"I see. I must give your emperor credit. He's clearly taken into consideration the state of affairs over the entire continent. However, it would be difficult for our country to defeat Albatro on our own. They have allies willing to help them."

Elna nodded at this.

Naturally, the empire was aware of that fact. That was why their ambassador had brought weapons and blueprints, implying that was the best help they could give. But without those consolation prizes in hand, they had to use words to gain Rondine's acceptance instead.

"The emperor is aware of that, of course. Therefore, His Majesty hopes to continue fostering a relationship of goodwill with your country, and little by little begin to provide assistance. I was sent on that premise, as an initial show of support, and to demonstrate Adrasia's military strength. So, what do you say, Your Majesty? Are you interested in witnessing the power of the Amsberg heroes?"

"Aha! Now I see! I like that very much."

When he caught on to her intended message, the grand duke's expression immediately brightened. If the empire had turned down Rondine's request, he would have been required to make a huge shift in strategy. Rondine couldn't hope to defeat Albatro on their own. It may have been possible given enough time, but he didn't consider it a feasible option.

The grand duke of Rondine felt the southern region had to be unified during his reign. Unless that was achieved, the south would be overpowered and eventually swallowed up by the ever-growing central nations.

In order to prevent such a fate, he set himself the goal of personally unifying the region under his rule. That objective was in part personal ambition, but it also came from the grand duke's genuine concern for the best interests of the southern region.

Given that dream, he would have liked nothing better than to witness the power of the newest generation of Amsberg hero.

"Hmm. But you see, we have no warriors who could match you in a one-on-one fight. So, Prince Arnold, would a party of several opponents be permissible?"

"If Lady Von Amsberg agrees, then it is fine by me."

"I don't mind."

"All right. Then while we're at it, how about ten of our men? Surely that would be too—"

"Ten. Very well," Elna replied, nonchalantly accepting the grand duke's terms.

He hadn't expected her to agree so readily and without argument, but knowing he couldn't go back and amend his suggestion, he summoned ten skilled knights from within the castle.

A space was then cleared right before the grand duke's throne, and the ten-against-one battle began.

"Aaaaargh!"

The first to make a move was a large, heavy-set knight. He made a pass with his mock sword, but to Elna it was an attack that left him wide open. If he were under my command, I'd have him back to basics. Elna casually swung her own mock blade. It was enough to see the heavy-set knight's mock sword snapped in two.

"Huh...?"

The knight paled as he stared at the half left in his hands, cleaved as cleanly as if by a sharp blade.

Elna ignored him and looked at the remaining nine combatants.

"I would recommend you all try attacking me at the same time."

Initially, the knights all shrank back from Elna's gaze. Then they remembered that the grand duke was watching and drew up the courage to attack.

First, three of the knights attacked simultaneously from three different directions.

To Elna, their efforts were enough to make her yawn and in a sweeping motion, she sliced off all three swords through the middle. The sight of a mock sword slicing through three others, one after another, was enough to send the remaining knights retreating.

Seeing that, Elna chided them with a roar. "If you want to call yourselves knights, then stop retreating in front of your master! Otherwise Rondine will be mocked as a nation without any knights!"

"Y-yes, ma'am!"

Leo watched the scene unfolding before him with awe. It was almost as if the knights had suddenly become her pupils.

The castigated knights unhesitatingly launched themselves at Elna. And for the first time, one of their blows landed. That alone was enough to draw cheers from the Rondine spectators.

But it had all been a part of Elna's act. The only ones who realized it were Elna's own knights and Leo.

It was a technique used often by the imperial knights when fighting against opponents such as nobility. First you purposefully demonstrate your superior ability, then you back off slightly in order to let the opponent save face.

Fortunately, no one from Rondine noticed what was happening. Although relieved, Leo let out a weary sigh as he wondered how long the act was going to continue.

"I wonder if Arn's having a hard time, too," he whispered quietly so that no one would hear.

To Leo, Arn had always been the amazing big brother who could do all the things that he couldn't. When they were kids, there used to be a tree that no one could climb. There was constant talk among their group of friends about who would be the first to climb it. Leo fervently practiced climbing trees, but in the end, neither he nor any of the others succeeded, and the excitement about the tree eventually passed.

But then, one day, Leo spotted an injured baby bird up in that tree. He couldn't climb it though, so there was nothing he could do. At that moment, Arn happened to walk by. After Leo told him about the baby bird, Arn told him to hang on a minute, and then disappeared. A few minutes later, Arn came back and safely returned the baby bird to its nest.

He'd snuck into the emperor's room to borrow a precious magic tool that allowed people to levitate and thereby resolved the crisis.

Arn had always been that person—the brother who could fix situations in ways that never even occurred to Leo. Surely he was out there at that very moment, easily and flawlessly pretending to be his twin. Having reassured himself, Leo went back to concentrating on his own situation and vowed to be as lazy as he could possibly be.
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The following day, at long last, the grand duke of Albatro asked for my help extending an olive branch to Rondine.

I was glad for the extra time, but as a country, Albatro had been extremely slow to act. I realized it was symptomatic of the ill will between the two countries, but still, it would be all over for Albatro if tragedy struck them in the meantime.

"I appreciate this, Prince Leonard. Good luck."

"Thank you, Your Majesty."

"I have to ask...are you really planning to go by sea?"

The grand duke looked out at the ocean with a hint of trepidation.

We were standing at the water's edge along the harbor. After receiving the grand duke's request, I had ordered the ship to be prepared for departure.

The citizens of Albatro were staring at me in disbelief. They had expected me to travel by land and seemed shocked by my decision.

"That's the quickest route. Rondine's capital is another harbor town. We should make it there within two days. And I don't want to spend any more time than necessary."

"But...Leviatano is down there."

"I'm not concerned. We have the magical cannons you've graciously lent us. And more importantly, Leviatano won't attack unless we do something to provoke him. If I were him, what I'd be most wary of is being put under a magic spell again. In other words, Leviatano's attention will be focused on you. Please be careful."

"R-right... Thank you again, for all of your help."

"I'll do my best to not let you down."

Just as I finished my farewell to the grand duke, someone else called out to me.

"Prince Leonard! Wait!"

"Oh, hello, Prince Julio. Back on your feet, I see?"

It was Julio accompanied by a large escort. He should've probably still been resting in bed. Julio came up to me on his own and deeply bowed his head.

"I wanted to express my gratitude before you left. Thank you for saving so many people."

Before mentioning the fact that I'd rescued him or his sister, he thanked me for saving all the other shipwreck survivors. That mindset, that way of looking at the world, was something he had in common with Leo.

Julio must be a kind person too, I reasoned.

"I only did what anyone would do in the presence of so many people asking for help. It was nothing special."

"Maybe, but that doesn't change the fact that you saved them. I will be forever in your debt."

"That's...quite an exaggeration. But I do appreciate the sentiment. I'll be counting on you to someday repay the favor."

I followed my remark with a Leo-like smile and turned to go, but Julio called out to me once again.

"Prince Leonard! I...I hope I grow up to be like you someday! How can I become a perfect prince like you?!"

That was a difficult question to answer. I did think Leo was a pretty amazing guy, but I'd never really thought of him as perfect. He had his strengths along with his weaknesses. They were all what made him who he was.

Well, I thought, might as well answer honestly on this one.

"Prince Julio. Leonard Lakes Aadler isn't as perfect as you think. There are people who praise me for being kind, but there are also plenty who say I'm a pushover. There are those who say I'm brave, but also those who call me reckless and thoughtless. Personally, I see my idealistic way of thinking as a shortcoming when the position of emperor or prince demands more realistic decision-making. You look at me as if I'm a hero, but I'm not nearly as heroic as you think I am."

"But—"

"I know. I'll still give you one piece of advice. I never doubt my judgment of right and wrong. That's something I think is worth taking pride in. Loyal subjects can cover for many other shortcomings, but a ruler is on his own when it comes to good judgment. That's why, once I decide I'm right, I never waver. That was true when I rescued the survivors of the shipwreck, too. I thought I should help them, so I did. No matter what the outcome, if I know my actions are right, I perform them without hesitation. If you want to be proud of yourself as a prince, then you need to trust your own judgment of what's right."

"Okay! I will! I'll never forget what you said!"

Julio bowed his head again.

What I'd just told him had been my honest impression of Leo. In all honesty, I didn't think he was perfectly suited to be an emperor. Our eldest brother, the crown prince, had been kind but hadn't let his emotions sway him. Leo was weaker in that sense. He always got carried away by his emotions.

But despite that, he never wavered in his judgment. If he was a little too softhearted or idealistic, his subjects could easily manage. Firm judgment and decision-making were the most important qualities for an emperor.

It wasn't necessary to be perfect in all aspects. An emperor didn't need to be strong, or good at tactics and schemes. What made a good emperor was someone who took the throne for the good of the empire and who could make important decisions.

That was why I supported Leo for emperor. The other three front-runners were all capable, but they were too self-centered. They put themselves first and the empire second, and they would do the same if they became emperor. That was something I had to prevent.

"If I told all this to Leo, though, he'd probably say that I might as well be emperor then," I muttered under my breath while boarding the ship. I wasn't cut out for being emperor.

My mentor and great-grandfather, a former emperor himself, even admitted that. According to him, an emperor needed to have ambition. Without that, even if one fulfilled all the other qualities, they wouldn't make a good emperor. In this case, ambition didn't refer simply to ambition for the throne. It was ambition regarding all sorts of various matters. Basically, that meant someone who was lazy and happy with mediocrity was unsuitable.

I completely agreed with that. Just pretending to be Leo for the past few days had nearly done me in, mentally. I was desperate to go be lazy again.

"Set sail for the Grand Duchy of Rondine!"

Ignoring that laziness for the time being, I gave the command to depart. If I managed to meet up with Leo, it would be a huge relief.

I had to suppress my impatience as we headed out onto the sea dragon-infested ocean.




***




The first day back at sea passed uneventfully.

On the second day, we left Albatro's maritime territory and entered Rondine's. That was when it happened.

A growl rumbled up from the bottom of the ocean.

"Wh-what was that?!"

"Is the ocean making noises?!"

"Uh-oh! Everyone, assume battle positions!"

The entire ship broke into an uproar. I, on the other hand, leisurely left my room and went up on deck.

I'd already put a barrier around the ship. It was a detection-prevention barrier. Knowing I had that barrier was why I'd chosen to travel by sea. That said, I hadn't expected to run into the sea dragon at that particular spot.

"Everyone be quiet! It's too late to turn back. We'll just have to hope for the best."

"Y-Your Highness—"

"It's already beneath us."

I couldn't see the sea dragon. It was likely very deep down in the ocean. But even so, if I hadn't put the barrier up, it might have sunk our ship on a whim a long time ago.

According to the legends passed down in Albatro, Leviatano was said to have four legs and wings, like a typical dragon, and be over a hundred fifty feet long. We couldn't see any of that, but it was, without a doubt, somewhere beneath us.

Thanks to basic human instinct, everyone on the ship seemed to sense that. The fact that they were all breathing as quietly as possible was good proof. Their guts told them their lives were in danger. The dragon was the predator, and humans were its prey. That was an immutable law of nature.

A few minutes went by, then I suddenly observed Leviatano passing by us, but I didn't mention it aloud. In the end, the entire crew remained motionless for over an hour, until Marc finally commented that maybe we were safe now, at which point the ship resumed its passage to Rondine.

"I really thought we were goners there."

"Me too. I was so sure we wouldn't run into it in this area that it caught me off guard."

"Yes... Why do you think it was in this part of the ocean?"

"To a sea dragon, all humans are enemies. They have no concept of different countries. It was probably about to attack Rondine, or on its way back from doing so. Either way, we should assume that Rondine is in trouble now, too."

As if I'd just jinxed the situation by saying that, one of the crew suddenly yelled out a report.

"Prince Leonard! Rondine is under attack by monsters!"

"I knew it."

"Your Highness, could you please stop blurting out every single thought that comes into your head?"

"It's better to be prepared, isn't it?"

"It might also give the impression that everything you say comes true."

"I don't have that kind of god-like ability."

While conversing, I headed to the upper deck and looked out at Rondine, visible in the distance.

It definitely did look like they were under attack by various monsters, big and small. And among the monsters, one lone ship was fighting to hold them at bay.

That ship was flying the flag of Adrasia. Man, he always did have quick judgment.

"Full speed ahead! We have to go help my brother!"

"Roger that, Your Highness! All hands assume battle positions! Be ready to use the magical cannons Albatro lent us!"

The ship captain animatedly shouted out his orders. He must've been beside himself with joy at the prospect of using our newly borrowed weapons against the sea monsters.

I tried strapping on Leo's sword, but it sure was heavy. I had a feeling there was no way I'd be able to wield it satisfactorily.

"Now, I wonder if we'll finally get a chance to switch our places back."

My thoughts were filled with hope as we continued sailing for Rondine without a moment to spare.
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The reason for Leo's sudden appearance at sea was, more or less, due to a coincidence. He had been aboard the ship performing a check of all the cargo, or more precisely, giving it a cursory look over with an air of annoyance like Arn would have done, when the monsters had suddenly shown up. Realizing how dangerous the situation was, he then immediately ordered the ship to set sail.

Thanks to his quick action, he'd successfully driven back several monsters and prevented the spread of damage. However, that also meant making himself the target of several monsters.

"Damn it! There's another monster on the port side!"

"Ignore it! Concentrate on the one right in front of us!"

On the captain's order, everyone turned to focus on the gigantic, thirty-foot-long snake that lay in the ship's path.

It was a sea serpent, a monster sometimes referred to as a "false dragon" because of its build and strength. Their individual monster ranking depended on where they appeared and how much harm they caused humans. Those that appeared deep in the ocean and destroyed ships were elevated to AA- or AAA-rank monsters.

Half of all disasters at sea were said to be caused by sea serpents. They were one of the monsters most highly feared by seafarers, second only to the much rarer sea dragons.

However, they never appeared that close to land.

It was always the more amphibious monsters which entered harbors and threatened buildings along the coast. Sea serpents were basically sea monsters. Although they could maneuver on land if necessary, they wouldn't survive long out of the water. Seeing one that close to land was definitely strange.

"Captain! Don't fight if it seems too dangerous! Just keep it distracted!"

"With all due respect, Your Highness, no can do! If you're scared, go hide in your room!"

Leo attempted to give out commands, but as Arn, no one paid any attention to him.

Theirs was the only ship that had managed to leave the harbor. If it sank, Rondine would have no more resources left to fight at sea with. And even if the sea serpent remained in the water, it could still cause major damage to Rondine by destroying the many ships in the harbor.

That was why Leo had given his command. A perfectly rational analysis of the situation told him they needed to concentrate on distracting the serpent until the monsters on land had been killed. And yet, the captain ignored him and started fighting the sea serpent instead. Leo frowned.

"How does Arn usually manage to get people to do things...?"

People didn't obey orders from someone they didn't trust, all the more so during battle.

And in Arn's case, they flat out ignored him, which left Leo feeling bewildered. He also knew he had to do something about the present situation. Just then, he saw another ship off to his right.

The instant he caught a closer look at it, he grinned and assertively called out an order to the captain.

"Captain! Circle us around to the left of the sea serpent!"

"Your Highness, once again, not an option! We don't have time for that right now!"

"Just do as I say!" Leo shouted back while gazing with renewed confidence at the ship steadily heading their way. "Leo's here now! We're going to attack the sea serpent together!"




***




"Captain, circle around to the left."

"Right away! Open the starboard gun ports! That snake's going to get a taste of what cutting-edge magical cannons can do!"

In anticipation of Arn's action, Leo also had his ship sail to the portside.

The two brothers then simultaneously opened fire from opposite directions with the sea serpent between their ships. Their timing was precise down to the millisecond.

"Fire!"

The cannons on both ships boomed in unison at their signals.

Magical cannons were weapons that fired cannonballs using mana infused into the cannon by the gunner. The cutting-edge versions from Albatro could fire powerful cannonballs even farther, using even less mana.

"Yes! What power! Keep firing! Keep firing!" The captain leapt and shouted with childish glee.

I totally get it, Arn thought to himself. The sea serpent, so feared by all seafarers, was being helplessly bombarded. It must have been a great moment of joy for someone like the captain. Once the attack was over, the sea serpent toppled over and sank into the water.

Cries of victory went up from both ships, but the battle wasn't over yet.

"Other monsters are heading toward my brother's boat. Captain! Do you think you can sail over beside him?"

"Piece of cake!"

"Knights, prepare to go aboard! We're going to fight the monsters off hand-to-hand!" Arn ordered while at the same time searching for Marc.

 If he and Leo switched back during the battle, it would be Leo who'd have the most difficulty catching up. There were a lot of things he'd have to do, despite knowing nothing of the current situation with Albatro. The knight could help out a lot if he were aware of the situation. Hence the search.

"Sir Marc!"

"Yes, Your Highness?"

"I'm going to go help my brother. Can you take over here?"

"I see. Understood, and good luck."

Through that short conversation, Marc intuited what was really happening and bowed his head. Arn let out a sigh of relief. It was awfully nice having someone who comprehended without needing to have everything explicitly spelled out. After all, Arn had way bigger concerns on his mind. He had to get himself over to the other ship while wielding that heavy sword.

Leo's ship was under siege by many small monsters. They must have figured there was less danger there than on Arn's ship. Once the two ships were alongside one another, a battle party composed chiefly of knights boarded to lend assistance.

"Go!"

Arn swung that heavy sword and called out the order to fight. Then he immediately frowned when the gesture nearly broke his arm. How on earth did Leo manage to use such a heavy sword? The thought filled him with a mix of awe and envy as he made a beeline for his brother. He was hoping to find him in his room and switch back identities, but things didn't go quite so smoothly.

"Gyaaaah!"

The ship was suddenly inundated with water as the sea serpent they'd ostensibly just defeated launched itself from the waves with a loud, shrill roar.

While everyone else's attention was on the monster, Arn and Leo had another mission on their minds.

Arn half-ran and half-slid across the slick deck, then flung the sword and its scabbard toward his brother. Leo caught them with ease and, just as the sea serpent lunged with its mouth open wide, jumped up and dealt it a harsh blow.

Leo had aimed his attack at the sea serpent's eyes. It let out a screech of pain and retreated.

After that, once Leo got closer to Arn, they put their backs to each other. Immediately, Arn curved his spine back into a slouch, and Leo straightened up from his. With their hair and clothing wet and disheveled, their posture was the only thing that differentiated them at that moment. That one small correction allowed the two brothers to switch right back into their own selves.
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"What took you so long?!"

"Sorry. I got caught up in some trouble."

"I think we're in enough trouble right here as it is."

"Just wait. There's plenty more."

"Great..."

As they were speaking, a frog-shaped monster leapt at Arn. He spun to the left. Without a word, Leo matched his movement and killed the monster with one swing of his sword.

"I don't know how you manage that heavy thing. I'm going to be sore tomorrow."

"Don't be ridiculous. All you did was carry it to me."

"No, I actually swung it."

"Yeah, only once! Maybe this is a good chance for you to take up sword training. That would've sure made things easier for me."

"No thanks. And I'm never switching places with you again, either. I'm done."

"Why? What happened? You didn't do anything that's going to get me in trouble, did you?"

"No way. I played you perfectly. That's why it was so exhausting."

"I can sympathize. Working hard at being you was exhausting, too."

"The fact that you even describe being me as 'working hard' is where you went wrong."

While Arn and Leo were conversing, the knights eliminated the monsters. Deciding it was about time to shirk everything off onto Leo, Arn gave a yawn and said just as much with a deliberate air of laziness.

"You can take over here now, Leo. I'll go work on defending the harbor."

"Yeah, yeah. I get to deal with all the cleanup, right?"

"You've got it. Elna can handle the monsters on land, so you're in charge of the water."

"Typical. Oh well. Back to our usual roles, then, huh?"

With that, Leo returned to the ship Arn had been on, and Arn remained on Leo's.

At last, they were back to their original places.

"Your Highness. How far back should we pull the defenses?"

"However far you want, Captain. I'll be in my room having a nap."

"E-excuse me?"

"Go do whatever you want. Leo will handle everything."

"...Geez. I thought maybe you'd actually grown up a little while Prince Leonard was away, but I guess not," the captain muttered as he walked away.

Arn heard it and smiled wryly at the thought of Leo's efforts. When he was finally back in his room, he flopped onto the bed. After that, Arn's boat remained uninvolved in the fighting, and he was able to savor some long-awaited indolence.
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I awoke just as the sounds of gunfire came to a stop.

When I went up on deck, the battle was over.

Leo and his men were apparently out searching for any remaining monsters.

"If we're done here, then get us back to Rondine. I want to sleep in the castle."

"...All right. I'll take us back."

I had to endure the captain's sighs and eye-rolls from the rest of the crew as the ship returned to the harbor, where I set foot in Rondine for the first time. The harbor itself wasn't much different from Albatro's, with just slightly less development and activity going on.

I was observing that when Elna came leaping across the rooftops toward me.

"Arn!"

"Hey, Elna. Looks like you've had your hands full," I appreciatively greeted her with a wave.

From the look of things, Elna had defeated almost all of the monsters that had reached land. The dozens of bodies scattered around, most dead after a single blow, was all the proof I needed.

"Not really. I bet you've had a much harder time than I have."

"Probably. I'm exhausted."

Elna had clearly known me long enough to tell that I was the real Arnold. Her sharp powers of observation were nothing to laugh at.

As I was contemplating that, I looked up. I realized then that I was in just the right place to see up Elna's skirt. Of course, she was wearing black tights, so I couldn't see her underwear.

If it were Leo looking, that alone would have him scolding her for being immodest, I imagined.

"Hey, Elna. You might not want to climb up on high places like that."

"What's that? Are you trying to act like Leo? Well, it's not going to work."

"I mean, if you don't mind, then I guess you don't have to listen to me."

Elna didn't even flinch. She obviously had unshakable self-confidence. "There's no point in trying that! I've got tights on!"

Her brazenness made me want to take her down a notch.

"Uh-huh... But you do know they're ripped, right?"

For a moment, the confidence drained from Elna's face. Then, faintly blushing, she retorted, "I-I'm not falling for that!"

"That's why I said you don't have to listen to me, right? But just so you know, light colored underwear stands out when you have black tights on."

"Wh-wh-what?!"

That did the trick. Elna turned her back to me and checked under her skirt.

I knew that she generally favored white or other light-colored underwear and had a feeling that a vague reference to color might at least give her pause. Indeed, she fell for it perfectly.

"Where? Where are they ripped?! ...Arn?!"

"Obviously I was lying. Come on," I replied while leisurely beginning to walk toward the castle.

Leo would be going to talk to the grand duke later, and he'd probably say he wanted to speak with me, given the emergency situation. That was really his only option. Until then, I had nothing to do, so I figured I'd get some sleep at the castle.

"Arn...? Where are you going?"

"The castle."

"You really think I'm just going to let you go?"

"I think you have to."

The area had been a battlefield earlier. There was no telling when more monsters might show up. If it were Leo, he might stick around, but I had to get out of there.

"You're safer with me. Stay here."

"Are you listening to yourself? Do you have even one instance of proof that I was ever safer being with you? All I can remember is all the times I've come close to dying."

"Only because you always run your mouth like that! God! Why do you even bother telling such stupid lies?!"

"Because of that right there. You seem so full of yourself, I thought I'd teach you a lesson."

"You're exactly like the emperor in that way. He's always saying he doesn't like seeing people acting overly confident."

"Like father like son. Well, anyway, I'm sorry. But I do think you should try wearing some more adventurous underwear sometimes."

"I don't want your advice about my underwear!"

Elna grabbed me by the collar and roughly shook me forward and back.

Whoa, I thought. Everything's going all fuzzy...

Just when I thought I was going to pass out, she finally released me.

I found myself unable to move from that spot for some time and ended up getting a ride in Leo's carriage later when it came to pick him up.




***




"Wh-what?! The sea dragon's awake?!"

"Yes, Your Majesty. It has already sunk three of Albatro's cutting-edge warships. There's a possibility that the monster invasion earlier was also related to the sea dragon somehow."

"I-I had no idea all this was going on. If there is a sea dragon out there, I suppose this affects us as well..."

I quietly sighed as I watched the grand duke work himself into a panic. Just when I thought I could catch a break, Elna had gone and suggested Leo and I switch places once more. So there I was, pretending to be Leo again as I stood before the grand duke of Rondine. Well, I had to admit that it was faster to just pretend to be Leo than to explain everything to him first. But still, not cool.

"Yes. That is why Albatro requested that Adrasia be an intermediary between your countries. Your Majesty, as ambassador extraordinary of Adrasia, I ask that, in order to manage this emergency situation, you temporarily put aside your past grudges and form an alliance with the Grand Duchy of Albatro to defeat the sea dragon. My empire pledges our support to such an alliance."

"Y-yes, I understand... But I am still unconvinced."

"Is there an issue?"

"Will there truly be any harm to our country?"

"I see. It's true that we do not have any proof of what might happen. However, I can tell you that, on my way to Rondine, my ship came across the sea dragon headed in this direction. We managed to sail on without incident, but when you also consider that a sea serpent appeared so close to land, it all points toward the possibility the sea dragon's presence in your maritime territory triggered the monster invasion."

"B-but—"

"The most important fact here is that Rondine's waters are within the sea dragon's active territory. Your Majesty, the sea dragon's presence has made maritime passage to the southern region all but impossible now. Surely you understand what a disadvantage this is to your country?"

I hadn't wanted to explain things that way, but my growing impatience with the grand duke's reluctance to commit made me explicitly bring up the potential risks to Rondine.

"Once passage to the region becomes impossible, so will maritime trade. Rondine governs nearly two-thirds of the southern peninsula, but the majority of the routes accessing the central region of the continent are within Albatro's territory. If land transport becomes the main method of trade, it will be Rondine that suffers the biggest disadvantage."

"I-is that true?!"

"If passage becomes blocked off, then the empire will also have no means of providing assistance. Do you understand now? Allowing the sea dragon to roam free is equal to accepting those circumstances. Of course, if you have the confidence to fight Albatro even under those circumstances, I will not dissuade you. However, I cannot promise which side Adrasia will take at that time."

Once I spoke that final, key sentence, the grand duke's face went white.

The empire was powerful. Merely hinting at Adrasia's actions caused panic in most other medium or small-sized nations.

That threat was all the more potent since Rondine had been directly attempting to gain Adrasia's assistance. My explanation must've worked even better than I'd imagined.

"A-all right! I accept the proposal of an alliance. Rondine will provide complete cooperation to Albatro in defeating the sea dragon."

Finally, he'd made up his mind. Albatro could put in a request to the Adventurers' Guild. In fact, they probably already had. After asking the empire to be a go-between, they were sure to be expecting the negotiations to succeed.

That meant the work I could do as Arnold was done. I'd already told Elna and Leo that I would work on persuading the grand duke, but after that, I'd need the freedom to go off and do my own thing. Rondine would likely send a fleet of ships to Albatro in order to fight the sea dragon, but I wouldn't be on any of them.

It was time for my undercover work to begin.
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and as a result became known as the “crazy
emperor” who caused chaos within the empire.

Traugott Lakes Aadler

Fourth Imperial Prince, 25 years old.

A pudgy prince who wears distinctively
uncool glasses. He is a man of many
interests and an aspiring author, despite
having no literary talent
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Amsberg Household

This household is the bloodline of the great hero
who slayed the demon king that terrorized the
continent five hundred years in the past. They
boast the highest status of all imperial nobility,
second in rank only to the emperor himself.

Only those of the household who display particu-
lar ability and talent are able to summon the leg-
endary holy sword Aurora. The Amsbergs con-
sider it their duty to protect the empire and in
general stay out of any politics.

Krista Lakes Aadler

Third Imperial Princess, 12 years

old. Rarely shows any emotion and

is comfortable around only a few spe-
cific people, including her brothers
Arn and Leo.

Henrik Lakes Aadler

Ninth Imperial Prince, 16 years old.
Looks down upon Arnold and sees
Leonard as a rival.

Leonard Lakes Aadler
Eighth Imperial Prince, 18 years old.

Arnold Lakes Aadler

Seventh Imperial Prince,18 years old.

Conrad Lakes Aadler -

Sixth Imperial Prince, 21 years old.
Born to the same mother as Gordon,
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Rupert Lakes Aadler

Tenth Imperial Prince,

10 years old.

Still very young, he is not par- %
ticipating in the conflict for the
throne. Timid in personality.

Emperor of the Adrasia
Empire. He is having his
thirteen children fight for
the throne in order to
appoint the victor as his
successor. He is praised for
his rule governing the vast
empire and taking any
opportunity to expand its
tertitory.

but unlike his impulsive older brother, e
his personality more closely resembles

that of Arnold.

Karlos Lakes Aadler

Fifth Imperial Prince, 23 years old.

A very average prince, known neither for being smart
or skilled nor foolish ot incompetent. What ability he
does possess is overshadowed by his tendency to be
a dreamer, possessing strong aspirations of one day
becoming a great hero.
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Thank you for reading!

To get news about KADOKAWA manga and light novels, check our website:

KADOKAWA digi-pub NEWS
https://product.kadokawa.co.jp/digipub/

@ KADOKAWA
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var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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The above Table of Contents is for the entirety of Volume 2.
Only Chapters 2 and 3 are included here in Part 2.






